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In this paper I will address happiness as it relates to God
and to creation in the witness of the Old Testament. This will
entail reflections on the happiness of God (in creation and more
generally), the happiness given to those who are created in God’s
image, and the happiness of nonhuman creatures, especially
when they praise God.
There are many Hebrew words belonging to the semantic

field of “happiness.” These words may connote differences in
the intensity of happiness, and may stem from different tradi-
tions,1) but from what I can discern, little study has been devoted
to this issue.2) Words specifying the absence or diminishment
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of happiness(e.g., the brokenhearted or crushed in spirit in Ps
34:18) and the exercise of certain dispositions(e.g., mourning
oranger) also need attention. Whatever the case, a word study
approach is not sufficient to uncover the passages that pertain
to (un)happiness. A range of human activities must be included
since many of these reflect happiness, even when no explicit
joy language is found. Such activities include: singing, shouting,
making noise(with an uproar or loud voice), praising, feasting,
dancing, clapping hands, leaping, stamping the feet, whirling,
playing musical instruments(e.g., Exod 15:20-21), and so forth.
Even without this sort of verbiage, a text may describe a
(conventional) situation wherein the participants are clearly hap-
py, for example: communal worship, some sort of personal or
communal triumph, recovery from sickness, or a moment of
surprise or amazement(e.g., Gen 2:23).3)

Happiness is, first of all and most importantly, a character-
istic of the divine life.4) God is happy-or pleased, delighted,
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joyful.5) The following list collates a few of these texts, in part
because they tend to be neglected. The more specific creation
texts are treated in the next section.

Num 6:25-26: The LORD makes his face to shine upon you,
and be gracious to you; The LORD lifts up his countenance
upon you, and give you peace.

Deut 30:9: the LORD will again delight in you and make you
prosperous, just as he delighted in your fathers.

1Chr 28:4: [God] took delight in making me [David] king over
all Israel.

1Chr 29:17(cf. 16:25-27): I know, my God, that you search
the heart, and take pleasure in uprightness.

Ps 35:27: Great is the LORD, who delights in the welfare
of his servant.

Ps 44:3: for not by their own sword did they win the land,
nor did their own arm give them victory; but your right
hand, and your arm, and the light of your countenance, for
you delighted in them.

Ps 147:11(cf. 149:4): The LORD takes pleasure in those who
fear him, in those who hope in his steadfast love.

Prov 15:8(cf. 11:1, 20; 12:22): The sacrifice of the wicked
is an abomination to the LORD, but the prayer of the
upright is his delight.

Isa 42:1: Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen,
in whom my soul delights.6)

š
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Isa 62:4-5: You [Jerusalem] shall be called My Delight is in
Her...For the LORD delights in you...and as the bridegroom
rejoices over the bride so shall your God rejoice over you.

Jer 9:24: I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness
in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the LORD.

Jer 31:20: Is Ephraim my dear son? Is he the child I delight
in?...Therefore I am deeply moved for him.

Micah 7:18: Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity...?
He does not retain his anger forever, because he delights
in showing clemency.

Zeph 3:17-18a: [God] will rejoice over you with gladness...
he will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of
festival.7)

The following may be offered as an initial response to these
texts: God is joyful in taking actions that issue in positive devel-
opments for God’s people(1 Chr 28:4; Mic 7:18). Joy is God’s
reason for acting in a positive way on behalf of the people(Ps
44:3; Jer 9:24). The unalloyed joy at the relationship between
God and people is likened (by God!) to the joy between a bride
and a bridegroom(Isa 62:4-5)8) and between a parent and a
child(Jer 31:20). Divine happiness is evident when the relation-
ship between God and the people is thriving(Ps 147:11), includ-
ing when prayers are offered(Prov 15:8), when faithfulness(Prov
12:22) and uprightness(1 Chr 29:17) are exhibited, and when
justice is practiced(Prov 11:1). What people do can bring pleas-
ure to the divine life(Hag 1:8). Generally, God is happy over

…
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the good and constructive things that happen to people(Ps
35:27), in their life rather than their death(Ezek 18:23, 32), and
this joy extends across the generations(Deut 30:9). These texts
also suggest that, while happiness is an ongoing characteristic
of the divine life(not least in view of internal divine relation-
ships), things can happen in relationship with human beings
that bring more intense pleasure to God-and intense displeasur
e.9)
These texts raise issues relating to divine emotion and, more

generally, divine affectivity and/or affectability.10) The Old
Testament contains many texts where God is genuinely affected
by what happens in God’s world.11) For example, the flood
is introduced by a grieving God(Gen 6:6-7), or God is provoked
to anger(e.g., 2 Kgs 22:13 and often), or God laments over
what has happened to Jerusalem’s people and environment(e.g.,
Jer 9:10), or God, in a salvific move, “cries out” like a woman
in labor(Isa 42:14). Then too are passages recounting the divine
change of mind in the wake of human prayer(e.g., Exod 32:14;
Jer 26:19; Jon 3:10). Such perspectives stand over against views
that God is impassible and immutable in some simplistic or
absolute sense.12)
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It may be claimed that language that ascribes emotions or
changes to God is “only” anthropomorphic or anthropopathic,
and hence has no “real” relationship to God. But we should
be alert to the fact that biblical language for God is almost
always anthropomorphic(e.g., God speaks, God acts, God
thinks, God hides). As with all analogical language, then, such
expressions need to be examined for the “yes” and “no” of
the reference to God.13) For example, one might say that God’s
emotions are never “out of control.” Generally, theologians
seem to have much less difficulty speaking of God’s mind or
God’s word than God’s emotions/feelings. Our culture seems
to be much more comfortable with a left-brain God and a male
God(“big boys don’t cry,” after all). The stereotypical female,
by contrast, cannot control her emotions very well!
What difference does it make for our theological reflection

and pastoral practice that God is happy? That God enjoys the
world and all of its creatures? That human joy occasions a joyful
response in the divine life? That human happiness is a gift from
God and how we respond to that gift can have a negative or
positive effect on the shape of the life of faith? It is probably
true to say that the church has stressed the unhappiness of
God-most famously in God’s anger at human sin-more than
the divine happiness. Does such an emphasis have a negative
effect on how people think of God and live their life? On how
they value themselves and creation more generally? Does the
lack of attention to divine happiness contribute to the often
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dour and stern countenance of so many Christians? How might
increased emphasis on divine joy positively affect the teaching
and preaching of the church and the well-being of Christians?
Might we enjoy life more than we do?14)

In creation God expresses joy and other creatures join in
God’s joy. The joy language used at creation is, in turn, also
used to describe the new creation. Creation is a joy-filled task
and a joy-filled result for both Creator and created-in the begin-
ning, in the ongoing, and in the new creation.

Gen 1:31: God saw everything that he had made, and indeed,
it was very good.

Job 38:4-7: Where were you when I laid the foundations
of the earth?...
when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly
beings shouted for joy.

Ps 104:26: The sea...Leviathan whom you made to sport with.
(NJB)

Ps 104:31, 34: May the Lord rejoice in his works....
May my meditation be pleasing to him [i.e., God], for I
rejoice in the LORD.

Prov 8:30-31:Then I [i.e., Woman Wisdom] was daily beside
him...
and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always,
rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the human
race.

Isa 65:17-19: For I am about to create new heavens and
a new earth....
But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for
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I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy and its people
as a delight.
I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and delight in my people.15)

Jer 32:41: I [i.e., God] will rejoice in doing good to them [i.e.,
Israel], and I will plant them in this land in faithfulness,
with all my [God’s!] heart and all my soul.16)

Three creation texts deserve closer analysis: Genesis 1-2,
Psalm 104, and Proverbs 8.

It is often noted that Genesis 1 has a doxological character.
These verses may have been shaped in and through liturgical
usage and the regular round of the community’s praise of God
the Creator.17) Praise language is fundamentally evaluative lan-
guage, discerning and then voicing the praiseworthiness of some-
thing or someone: their beauty, purposefulness, and corre-
spondence with the intention of the one who created. The rhyth-
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mic use of the evaluative word “good” in Genesis 1(with a
follow-up in 2:18 and its aftermath) fits with the praise character
of these verses.18) To evaluate the creation as “good” is to be
happy with the results, to delight in the “final product.”19) And
because it is God who declares that each creature is good, God
can be said to be happy with the results. Such a divine evaluation
conveys a sense of value to each and every creature-both in
the sense of value in itself and its value for others-that cannot
be matched by any human evaluation. Both human and nonhu-
man are given the same language of valuation: good.20)

Some brief reflections on the divine “us”(Gen 1:26-27; 3:25;
11:7) may be helpful at this point.21) A majority of scholars
understand that “us” in these texts refers to a council of heavenly
beings of which God is a part.22) In other words, God is a

ʾ ʾ
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social being, functioning within a divine community that is rich
and complex. God is therein engaged in a relationship of
mutuality. And so relationship is integral to the identity of God
prior to and independent of God’s relationship to the world(see
also texts such as Jer 23:18-22).
Such a “good” evaluation by God makes clear that God

is not removed from the creation once the creature comes into
being. In order to evaluate, one must experience that which has
been created and one will therein be affected by what has been
experienced. A remarkable imaging of God! Readers may won-
der why God would evaluate God’s own work. Would it not
be good just by being a creature of God’s own making? But
a clue to this evaluative process may be found in Gen 2:18,
where God observes what has been created and declares that
“it is not good.” That is, God’s creation of human beings to
this point does not fulfill the purpose God intends for them(God
is not “happy with” the human situation at this point); further
creative work will be needed.
Consider again the language of Gen 2:18: “It is not good

that the man should be alone.” To whom is God speaking?
It is likely that here again(see 1:26-27) the reader is permitted
to overhear the inner-divine reflective process. This would sug-
gest that the adamʾ -creature’s not-being-alone is correlated with
God’s not-being-alone. Or, in different terms, it is not good
for the human being to be alone because it would not be good
for God either. Only the human being as social and relational
to other human beings is truly correspondent to the sociality
of God(and to beingin the image of God).23) If so, one might
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then claim that, given the joyful response of the adamʾ to the
creation of the woman in 2:23, the inner-divine relationship
is also comparably characterized by joy. Such a perspective is
reinforced by the “us” and “our” language in Gen 1:26-27.
This not-good evaluation of God’s own work in Gen 2:18

suggests that creation is not conceived in static terms. Rather,
it is understood in terms of a process wherein the divine response
to what has been created leads to further development of the
creation and of intracreaturely relationships.24) It is striking that
in Genesis 2:23 it is the human who, finally, responds to God’s
creation of the woman in a joyous way, delighting in what God
has created in response to the divinely discerned creational need.
This human evaluative response maybe understood as parallel
to God’s “good” evaluation in Genesis 1.
This textual analysis raises the question as to whether God’s

vision of human happiness changes over time.25) That is to say,
if God’s creative work is understood in terms of process rather
than the maintenance of a once-for-all given creation, what it
means to be human and what it means to be a happy human

–
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will be on the move. Such an understanding suggests that, even
within the relatively brief time of the life of Israel(let alone
human history), the nature of human happiness may change
in view of new times and places.
Moving now to texts concerning the new creation, the language

of Isa 65:17-19 suggests that, just as God created human happi-
ness in the initial creation, so also God will create human happi-
ness in the creating of the new heaven and earth. In other
words, God’s rejoicing and delighting in the results of the new
creation will correspond to the “good” of the original creation
in Genesis 1 (and 2). Not to be missed here is the fact that,
for this comparative language to “work,” God’s rejoicing and
delighting must be just as real as the people’s joy.

Psalm 104:31 is a particularly important text.26) As Brown
cogently argues, this verse reflects the “frightful possibility” that
if

the creator were to stop enjoying creation, the cosmos would
suffer collapse.... The possibility of cosmic demise in the
psalm is attributed not to divine wrath against a resistant or
hostile creation but to something seemingly more benign,
namely, to God’s abstaining from joy.27)

Creation is not only brought into being by God but is sustained
by the joy of God.
Psalm 104:34 repeats the verb śāmaḥ, but this time with



Terence E. Fretheim┃God, Creation, and the Pursuit of Happiness 17

a human subject, namely, the author of the psalm, “May I rejoice
in the LORD.” The psalm itself is thus “an act of creativity
intended to bring pleasure to God. God’s joy and the psalmist’s
joy(vv. 31 and 34) are in some sense parallel: as the psalmist
rejoices in God, so God is to rejoice in creation”-further: “God’s
delight provides a model for human interaction with the world
and God... counter[ing] all manner of treating the world in terms
of utility... Ecology is at root an exercise in joy.”28)
Psalm 104:26(cf. Job 41:5) speaks of “Leviathan that you

[God] formed to sport with [in the sea].” Leviathan is “God’s
playmate!”29) Brown continues: “Leviathan brings out God’s
playful side, but such play is no isolated moment in God’s en-
gagement with the world.”30) Rather, “it supports all creation.”
God finds pleasure in the creation in the very process of its
being brought into being and the world’s future is dependent
upon God’s continuing pleasure.

What are we to make of the delighting and rejoicing reported
in Prov 8:30-31?31) The fourfold reference to these themes in
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four successive lines is striking and emphatic. It strongly suggests
that the creation of the world was a moment of great joy for
all involved. Moreover, the two words, “delighting” and
“rejoicing,” seem to be used as near-synonyms, with the basic
idea of “taking pleasure in”(see Jer 31:20; 31:4: “merrymakers”).
These words imply an evaluative stance, thinking so highly of
what is happening that delight is the only proper response. (An
analogue would be parents being delighted at the birth of a
baby.) These words thus have reference to joy and wonder both
with respect to the creative process itself and to the effects
of that process(see also Job 38:7). Basic to this responsiveness
is the ongoing close relationship among all involved: God,
Wisdom (personified), and the creation itself, especially
humanity.32)

To speak of wisdom being God’s daily delight is, most fun-
damentally, to make a claim about God. God is not passive
or aloof to the daughter who has been birthed but so enters
into this relationship that it has a dynamic and interactive
character. Integral to such a relationship is a delighting in the
other; wisdom is a source of pleasure to God.33) In as much
as delight is an evaluative word, it is parallel to God’s evaluating
of the creation as “good” in Genesis 1. Woman Wisdom does
not introduce joy and delight into the creative process, God
does. But Wisdom as the offspring of God continues that divine
commitment and response.
From another angle, God delights in Woman Wisdom be-

cause Wisdom has enabled God to make the world such a dynamic
place. God’s creating would not have had such extraordinary
effects without Woman Wisdom. Then, evincing the genuine
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character of the relationship, Wisdom delights in God and what
God is creating. Notably, their mutual delighting does not take
place simply at the completion of the “construction” of the
creation; delight is a “daily” matter, occurring all along the way
as the creation comes into being.34) Together God and Wisdom
take pleasure in each other, in what has been created, and in
what continues to be created.
This mutual delight is taken a step further in Prov 8:31,

perhaps climactically so. Here Wisdom’s delighting no longer
simply relates to God as Creator; it relates also to the effects
of God’s creative work, namely God’s “inhabited world”-human
beings in particular. Even more, as human beings live out their
proper role in the world, Wisdom delights in who they are and
what they are doing; she has the best interests, the good pleasure
of human beings at heart. Then, as 8:32-36 makes clear in the
repeated reference to human happiness, Wisdom’s delighting
in humanity will be matched by the delight of human beings
in keeping Wisdom’s ways. God, Wisdom, and humanity, inter-
related as they are, are each represented as delighting. When
this happens, God’s purposes for the creation are being realized:
The world is a delight!
More can be said about this mutuality of delight. Delight

is not amusement in the sense of an activity different from
work but a dimension of the relationship itself, including work
and all participants-God, Wisdom, and creation. Delight and
work must remain integrated with each other; happiness is as
much associated with work as with play (so also Eccl 5:18-20).35)



20 제 권 호Canon&Culture 6 1 ┃ 년 봄2012

Another way of putting the matter is that pleasure and playful-
ness are built into the very structure of things, enabling all of
life, including God’s own life, to be what God intended it to
be.36) The pleasure evident in the God-Wisdom relationship be-
comes a dimension of all of creation, dancing into every crea-
ture’s life as they are brought into being over time.37) As Woman
Wisdom delights both before God and before humankind in
an ongoing relationship, there is a sense in which “wisdom func-
tions as an intermediary between God and man [sic], between
God and his world.”38) Wisdom belongs both in the world and
with God; as we have noted, Wisdom is both creature and
divine. It is not simply a quality “immanent in creation” or
“an attribute of the world,” it remains alongside God.39) Wisdom
delighting with human beings carries the implication of divine
immanence-direct presence and involvement in creation. God
not only created the world but, in and through the figure of
Wisdom, chooses to dwell among creatures in terms that are
described as delightful.
Because delighting and rejoicing demonstrate the dynamic

ö
ö
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character of this relationship, this text “excludes any theological
view that the universe is a closed system operating according
to fixed laws, of either nature or human destiny, which determine
every occurrence.”40) That Wisdom is not a fixed order will
become evident in Proverbs 10-31 by the way individual prov-
erbs sometimes contradict themselves, depending on the life
situation. Hans-Jürgen Hermisson also points out that, given
the nature of the proverbial literature and its varied contents,
“creation did not only happen at the beginning of the world,
but takes place continuously; therefore, the orders have not be-
come rigid, but necessarily remain flexible.”41) Wisdom does
not set absolute standards or norms. Wisdom does not fix life
in place. The wise and discerning human response may, indeed
must, vary from situation to situation if it would be true to
Wisdom’s intention. The authority of Wisdom, and the limits
of which one might speak, are of such a nature that much
freedom of life and expression is allowed. That means that
Woman Wisdom opens up the world rather than closes it down:
she is always ready to take new experience into account, recog-
nizing that God may be about new things for new times and
places. Such is the life of a genuine Creator.
Finally, the presence of irregularities and ambiguities in the

order of things means that discernment has to be open to new
perceptions and shifts in understanding regarding what is wise.
Wisdom is more dynamic than static in view of such changes
and perceptions of reality. “These relationships, however, were
always extremely variable and could certainly never be evaluated
unambiguously. Behind the teachings of the wise men there
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lies, therefore, a profound conviction of the ambivalence of
phenomena and events.”42) Close attention to actual experience
means learning to live with ambiguity. And rejoicing in that
reality!

Happiness as God’s gift to human beings is perhaps most
evident in thinking about the human as created in the image
of God. Because God’s life is characterized by happiness, those
made in God’s image are also so gifted. Happiness may be a
specific creational step in light of Gen 2:18, “It is not good
that the man should be alone.” God moves to resolve this identi-
fied problem in God’s own creation, and, with creaturely
help(Gen 2:19-22), does so by the creation of the woman. The
creational situation thereby moves from “not good” to “good”
and the adam responds with a joyous exclamation(Gen 2:23).ʾ
God’s action in creation produces human joy. Supporting such
an understanding is the parallel depiction of the new creation
in Isa 65:18, wherein God will “create Jerusalem as a joy and
its people as a delight”(emphasis mine). Joy is a gift of God
in creation and hence it is God’s will for human beings that
they be happy.
The joyful response of the adam to God’s gift of the womʾ -

an(Gen 2:23)-the first human words in the Bible-in effect identi-
fies human happiness as integral to what “good” is (and
“backfills” into the meaning of “good” in Genesis 1).43) If so,
such happiness is integral to what it means to be truly human.
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At the same time, the text suggests that a close relationship
with at least one other human being is considered essential for
the adamʾ to be happy (and that nonhuman creatures are in-
sufficient, though there is a link between human and nonhuman
joy).44) In other words, human interrelationships are essential to
the happiness of the human being. In its most fundamental
sense, happiness has a relational element(as noted above, this
is true of God as well). To be clear, I do not think that the
text suggests that one cannot, say, be happy living alone or
even thrive in times of aloneness; rather, it is to recognize that
such “happiness in isolation” is possible because human others
have played an integral role along the way in one’s becoming.45)
It would seem, then, that happiness is an innate quality of
life(perhaps like personality itself) that is drawn out in relation-
ship to others and “matures” over time as one relates to self
and others.
On the other hand, happiness can diminish as relationships

fail. The testimony of Genesis 1-11 is that human failure has
profoundly negative effects on relationships-with God, with oth-
er human beings, with nonhuman creatures(including the ground
and animals), and with one’s own self(e.g., issues of shame).
The negative effects of human behaviors suggest that, at the
most basic level, the vision of human well-being(happiness) in
the opening chapters of Genesis focuses on well-functioning
relationships at all levels of existence.
This way of putting the matter suggests that happiness is,

at least initially, a gift of creation, not redemption.46) Another way
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of putting the matter: people who are not Christians, nor reli-
gious, or who have never experienced redemption, can be happy
by virtue of (and within) their humanity in relationship to others.
It might even be said that many “non-religious” people are hap-
pier than many religious individuals!
This creational dimension of happiness is evident in that

the experience of happiness often does not have explicit religious
connections. A remarkable variety of God’s good gifts in the
creation have the capacity to generate happiness, including the
birth of children(Ps 113:9), a birthday(Job 3:7), one’s continuing
years of life-from youth to old age(Eccl 11:8-9), good wine and
oil(Judg 9:13; Ps 104:15), a good word(Prov 12:25; 15:23), sexual
love(Song 1:4), married life(Prov 5:18), a good harvest(Isa 9:3),
and, more generally, the capacity to eat, drink, and enjoy one’s
work(Eccl 3:13; 5:18-20; 8:15). Many, if not all, of these gifts
are a part of human life because they are creational gifts.
Moreover, most such gifts entail relationships with other people
either directly or implicitly. Happiness, that is, is often generated
by the daily rhythms in our interrelationships with others.
That these gifts are creational suggests that happiness is a

regular feature of life for many people, if not all. These gifts
demonstrate that it is a mistake to think that “real” joy comes
only in or from a redemptive context. It might be further sug-
gested that this more primal or foundational set of joyful experi-
ences in “regular,”created life becomes a metaphor for the hap-
piness of life in relationship with God, with much “yes” to



Terence E. Fretheim┃God, Creation, and the Pursuit of Happiness 25

the analogy!47) An explicit example would be Isa 9:3:

You [i.e., God] have multiplied the nation, you have increased
its joy;
they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest,
as people exult when dividing plunder.(My emphases)

A contrasting example is Ps 4:7:

You have put gladness in my heart
more than when their grain and wine abound.

The latter text may suggest that the issue is a matter of
the depth and breadth of gladness. It might be asserted that
being or becoming a member of a community of faith makes
some people happier, but this is certainly not necessarily so.
Creational issues are always in play, from the nature of the person-
ality involved to the character and quality of the relationships
with others. At the same time, “happy” does not have a single
definition, as if every human being would be “happy” if precisely
the same state of affairs came to be in or for each. “Happy”
varies from individual to individual.
Despite the importance of creation, there are several texts

that suggest that happiness is a gift from God that moves beyond
the creational sphere.48) At the same time, just exactly what
it is that distinguishes these expressions of happiness from the
creational is not altogether clear. Is it a deeper quality or intensity
of happiness? Is it a more realistic view of happiness? Being



26 제 권 호Canon&Culture 6 1 ┃ 년 봄2012

assured of forgiveness of sin may be the most evident factor
at work in these texts-does it gift one with a kind of happiness
that has a special quality? Again and again these passages indicate
that human joy is something that is endangered, or withered,
or perhaps even lost.49) On the other hand, various aspects of
God’s work among the people can take away sorrows, cares,
broken heartedness, and “hates.” So it is that happiness can
include healing. New dimensions of joy and life(e.g., “fresh joy”
in Isa 30:19) are created by divine action, including God’s good-
ness, forgiveness, salvation, comfort, steadfast love, law, and
presence. What do such “new dimensions” include? Perhaps
redemption reinvigorates or revitalizes creational happiness that
has been diminished in one way or another and gives it new
energy in view of newly shaped purposes for life. Whatever
the case, whether in creation or redemption, joy is seen to be
a gift of God(see Eccl 5:18-20).
It is clear, regardless, that it is not helpful to speak of “total”

or “perfect” happiness(except perhaps as a momentary ex-
clamation!).50) Human beings are gifted with happiness, but that
gift is never something that is realized in life in some compre-
hensive or totalizing way. This is the case, not simply because
of human sin (though that is often asserted), but also because
of the limits entailed in human finitude.51) Hence, happiness
is not only something that is given; it is also something that
may be (1) enhanced, when, say, relationships thrive; (2) diminished,
when, say, relationships fail; and (3) stymied or frustrated in its
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development, when, say, limits have been reached. Once gifted
with happiness, what we do with the gift will make a difference
for ourselves and for others-often a great deal of difference.

Does the Bible witness to the happiness of nonhuman crea-
tures? If so, how might we appropriately speak of, say, animals
being happy or contented or delighted? And, of what importance
is such a reality for understanding and enabling human happi-
ness?52) Anyone who has loved a dog knows that that love
is returned (perhaps the same cannot be said for cats!). Given
the relationships that human beings often have to pets, house-
hold plants, and even trees and other natural elements, we dare
not suggest that God is incapable of similar relationships.
One of the more remarkable features of Old Testament

creation theology is the extent to which nonhuman creatures
are imaged as joyful and happy and engaged in the praise of
God.53) God is said to draw nonhuman creatures out or call
them forth, and they are said to be responsive in some sense

ö
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to the work of God within them. This is already true in the
opening chapters of Genesis, where God’s call to the waters
and the earth to participate in creative activity(Gen 1:11, 20,
24) suggests that a response is expected and, indeed, is forth-
coming(Gen 1:13). The natural order is certainly not understood
to be passive; to the contrary, it is a co-participant in God’s creative
activity.
The extensive list of texts on the inter-responsiveness of

God and nonhuman creatures is remarkable(see, e.g., Job 37:6;
38:35, 39-41; Ps 19:1; 50:4; Ps 104:21; Ps 145:10, 15-16; 147:4,
9; 148; Isa 40:26; 45:8; Hos 2:21-22; Hag 1:11).54) Specific exam-
ples of happiness on the part of nonhuman creatures follows:

Job 38:7: When the morning stars sang together
and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy.

Ps 19:5: The sun like a strong man runs its course with joy.
Ps 65:8: You[i.e., God] make the gateways of the morning and

the evening shout for joy.
Ps 69:34: Let heaven and earth praise him [i.e, God],

the seas and everything that moves in them.
Ps 89:5: Let the heavens praise your wonders, O LORD.
Ps 89:12: [The mountains] Tabor and Hermon joyously praise

your [i.e., God’s] name.
Ps 98:8-9a: Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing together

for joy at the presence of the LORD, for he is coming
to judge the earth.

Ps 100:1(cf. 66:1; 98:4): Make a joyful noise to the LORD,
all the earth.

Isa 32:14: The populous city...will become...the joy of wild
asses.

Isa 35:1-2: The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad,
the desert shall rejoice and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom
abundantly, and rejoice with joy and singing.

Isa 49:13: Sing for joy, O heavens, and exult, O earth;
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break forth, O mountains, into singing!
Jer 51:48: Then the heavens and the earth, and all that is in them,

shall shout for joy over Babylon;
for the destroyers shall come against them out of the
north.

Joel 2:21: Do not fear, O soil;
be glad and rejoice, for the LORD has done great things!

Note also that in Job 39:18, 22; and 41:29 the (non-human!)
creatures of God laugh. A key question arises from such texts:
What kind of thinking about God and about nature could have
occasioned this kind of “happiness” language? In response, it
might be offered that it is God’s creational activity that enables
these nonhuman creatures to flourish. Happiness and joy is thus
a way of saying that these creatures are flourishing, which is
to say that they are being what God created them to be.
Interestingly, nature’s praise of God is a theme that never

appears in narrative material. Found only in poetry, it is almost
exclusively associated with hymnic literature(primarily Psalms
and Isaiah). This genre specificity gives no little credence to
the oft-suggested notion that what we have here is merely poetic
fancy or license or just “highly poetic language.” Or, perhaps
one might say that the language of personification is obviously
employed: nature is simply represented as a human being. But
this issue is more complex than such sentiments would suggest.
Consider the following judgments by Luis Stadelmann:
“Certainly we have here more than a mere poetical person-
ification of the cosmos when it is invited to rejoice”;55) Hermann
Gunkel: “Such exhortation of creatures to praise of God was
not simply a ‘poetic figure’ in Israel; the concept of nature as
animate still was lodged” in human minds at that time;56) and
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H. Wheeler Robinson: “objects of nature were conceived as
having a psychical life of their own... with [their] own psychical
possibilities, and their own capacity to be indwelt or made
instrumental..by Yahweh himself.”57) It is important at this point
to remember that nonhuman creatures can really and truly com-
municate with other nonhuman creatures in various ways and
at differing levels of depth and breadth.58) Why then, in a theistic
framework, would they not be able to communicate with God?
To be sure, natural phenomena must be of such a kind

that God is able to sustain a close relationship with them. The
nature of such relationships are complex and the evidence am-
biguous, but the texts suggest that these creatures have a certain
interiority so that more than external relationships with God
are possible. That is to say that the possibilities for an internal
relationship between God and non-human creatures must be left
open.59) Indeed, the texts seem to require it(see, among other
texts, Psalm 148).
In fact, that the joy of nonhuman creatures comes in re-

sponse to what God has done for all creation gives evidence
of the inter-responsiveness of God and these beings. Moreover,
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creaturely response demonstrates that God’s action in the world
has to do with much more than simply human well-being; it
extends to the well-being of the larger, indeed entire,
environment. God’s work in the world is not just about the
salvation of people, it is also about the salvation of the whole (human
and non-human) world. That human joy and nonhuman joy join
each other in response to what God has done is witness again
to a deeply interconnected world. And the joy of the nonhuman
world is not simply over what God has done for human beings,
but witnesses also to what God has done for nonhuman beings
and for the larger environment of which they are a part. Seen
in this way, the joy of nonhuman creatures, though independent
of human beings, can nevertheless become a human vocation:
how might we relate to these nonhuman creatures in such a
way that the effect of our relationship is joyful for them?60)
It is noteworthy that nature metaphors are often used for

God: God is light, water, rock, fire, wind, as well as a few
birds and animals-most especially the lion.61) What might this
kind of creational language for God suggest? If God is a rock
or a mother eagle, for example, then rocks and mother eagles
can be understood to reflect the identity of God in some sense.
That is, there is a “yes,” and not simply a “no,” to be discerned
between some aspects of these creatures and the reality of God
(see, e.g., Ps 36:6; Jer 31:35-36). Such creatures reflect the reality
of God in their being what they are.
Nature’s praise of God and its associated joyfulness is thus

to be related to and understood in light of the larger discussion
about metaphors for God. In my judgment, it is basically in

ö
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terms of their intrinsic rather than instrumental value that non-
human creatures function as metaphors for the divine. In them-
selves and all by themselves they are capable of showing forth
the strength, care, glory, faithfulness, majesty, etc., of their
creator. Generally speaking, the use of natural metaphors for
God opens up the entire created order (even maggots, Hos
5:12!) as a resource for depth and variety in our God-talk. In
the process, such language tempers a certain anthropocentricity
in our reflections about God and our discussions of human
happiness.62)

The praise of nonhumans offers an example, even a model,
for human praise. As these creatures are what they were created
to be, so human beings should offer their joyful praise to God.
Moreover, the natural order provides raw material for human
praise. Without the natural order, the praising metaphors at the
disposal of the human would be fewer in number; we would
be without much praise-ful painting, joy-filled music, and na-
ture-inspired literature. Without these creatures, the witness of
the human would not be what it has the potential of becoming.
From the human side, human beings are the secretaries of na-
ture’s praise(George Herbert), giving voice to nonhuman praise,
and making its genuine happiness articulate for the use and
benefit of human beings and their ethics.

In closing, the following may be said as a summary of the
preceding points:
1. Happiness is characteristic of the life of God, ranging
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from divine well-being to particular experiences of joy in the
course of the God-world relationship. Israel’s God is genuinely
affected by what happens in these relationships; what creatures
say and do brings pleasure(or displeasure) to the divine life.
2. More particularly, creation is a pleasurable task for God

with ongoing joy-filled effects for both Creator and creature.
Pleasure and playfulness are built into the very structure of
things, enabling all of life, including God’s own life, to be what
God intended it to be. God delights in the results of the divine
creative work in and through Wisdom, and the world’s future
is dependent upon God’s continuing pleasure.
3. The life of those who are created in the image of God

is gifted with happiness. Essential to such human happiness
are relationships with other human beings. Even more, a remark-
able variety of God’s good gifts in the creation have the capacity
to generate happiness. At the same time, once gifted with happi-
ness, what is done with the gift will make a difference in life.
4. God’s work in redemption can revitalize diminished crea-

tional happiness.
5. Nonhuman creatures are imaged as engaged in the praise

of God. Their happiness and joy is a way of saying that these
creatures are flourishing as God’s good creation and in their
ongoing relationship with God and other creatures. The use
of nonhuman creatures as resources for depth and variety in
our God-talk has the capacity of tempering anthropocentricity
in our discussions of God and human happiness.

주요어

하나님 행복 성경 신학 창조 자연 지혜

 God, happiness, biblical theology, creation, nature, wisdom
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초록

하나님 창조 그리고 행복의 추구

테렌스 프레타임

루터신학교 교수

이 논문은 행복을 하나님과 관련하여 또한 구약이 증거하는 창조와

관련하여 고찰한다 행복은 하나님의 삶의 특징으로서 일반적인 의미

에서의 신의 복된 상태에서 시작하여 신과 피조 세계의 관계성 속에

구체적으로 경험하는 즐거움까지 포괄한다 이스라엘의 하나님은 이러

한 관계들에 영향을 받는다 피조물들이 말하고 행하는 것들이 신적인

삶에 기쁨이나 괴로움을 가져오게 된다 좀 더 구체적으로 말하면 창조

사건은 하나님에게있어서창조주자신과피조물모두의기쁨을지속적

으로 채워가는 즐거운 작업이다 이런 기쁨과 역동적 즐거움은 사물의

구조 자체에 깊이 배여 있어서 삶 자체를 가능하게 하는데 하나님의

삶 역시 이에 해당이되며 이것이 하나님께서 의도하신 바이다 하나님

은 지혜에 의하여 또한 지혜를 통하여 신적 창조를 이루신 결과를 기뻐

하시며 피조 세계의 미래는 하나님의 지속적인 기쁨에 의존하고 있다

하나님의 형상으로 창조된사람들의 삶은행복을 선물로 받게 된다

사람의 행복에서 다른 사람들과의 관계가 본질적인 요소이다 더욱이

하나님이피조 세계에 허락한 선한 선물들은 놀랍도록 다양하여행복을

만들어낼 수 있다 동시에 행복을 선물로 받았기 때문에 이 선물은

삶에서 중요한 차이점을생성해낸다 하나님의 구속 사역은 시들어버린

창조의 행복을 다시금 활성화시킬 수 있다

인간 이외의 피조물들은 하나님을 찬양하는 일에 참여한다 그들의

행복과 기쁨이란 그들이 하나님의 선한 피조물로서 번성하는 것이며

또한 그들이 하나님과 다른 피조물들과 지속적으로 맺고 있는 관계
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가운데 번성하는 것이다 인간 이외의 피조물들을 우리의 신에 대한

담론을 깊고 다양하게 만들기 위하여 활용한다면하나님과인간의행복

을 논하는 데 인간 중심성을 완화시킬 수 있게 될 것이다

Prof. Terence E. Fretheim
(Luther Seminary)

In this essay I address happiness as it relates to God and
to creation in the witness of the Old Testament.  Happiness
is characteristic of the life of God, ranging from divine well-be-
ing to particular experiences of joy in the course of the
God-world relationship.  Israel’s God is genuinely affected by
what happens in these relationships; what creatures say and do
brings pleasure (or displeasure) to the divine life.  More partic-
ularly, creation is a pleasurable task for God with ongoing joy-fil-
led effects for both Creator and creature. Pleasure and playful-
ness are built into the very structure of things, enabling all of
life, including God’s own life, to be what God intended it to
be. God delights in the results of the divine creative work in
and through Wisdom, and the world’s future is dependent upon
God’s continuing pleasure.
The life of those who are created in the image of God

is gifted with happiness. Essential to such human happiness
are relationships with other human beings. Even more, a remark-
able variety of God’s good gifts in the creation have the capacity
to generate happiness. At the same time, once gifted with happi-
ness, what is done with the gift will make a difference in life. 
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God’s work in redemption can revitalize diminished creational
happiness. 
Nonhuman creatures are imaged as engaged in the praise

of God.  Their happiness and joy is a way of saying that these
creatures are flourishing as God’s good creation and in their
ongoing relationship with God and other creatures. The use of
nonhuman creatures as resources for depth and variety in our
God-talk has the capacity of tempering anthropocentricity in
our discussions of God and human happiness.


