
1 
 

Lesson 13 
 
Question 4 (continued) 
What is God? 
 
Answer: 
God is a spirit, infinite, eternal and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, 
goodness and truth 
 
From Lesson 12: 
 God is the great and ultimate object of religion and the one on whom our faith is to 
depend and to whom our obedience is to return, since he is the first cause and the last end.  In 
addition, because faith is the foundation of true observance, the knowledge of him is therefore 
the first thing we must necessarily pursue.  Thus our Savior says in John 17:3 “This is eternal 
life: that they may know You, the only true God, and the One You have sent—Jesus Christ.”  
Now the great design of Scripture is to reveal God to us.  We must know him if ever we trust in 
him.  No other object can make us happy but him and therefore our faith can rest in safety with 
no other.  This then is the present inquiry.  It was once a proud inquiry of the insolent Pharaoh.  
Who is God?  But it ought to be the humble investigation of all the children of men.  Our great 
request should be that God would reveal himself to us.  Before I proceed to the direct 
explanation of the answer, there are a few things of which it is necessary to speak. 
 
 2.  That God, as he is in himself, is not to be comprehended by the creatures.  After we 
have been assured that there is a God, our next inquiry would have been to ask who he is.  But, 
behold the very entrance into such a consideration, the very first glance upon the deity, amazes 
the understanding and it must either turn aside or break.  Though nothing be more knowable 
than that there is a God, yet there is nothing harder to know than what he is.  The unbelieving 
Simonides acknowledged that the longer he studied the question, the harder he found the 
resolution.  Here then we are taken up and called to the contemplation of one of his glorious 
attributes, that is to say his incomprehensibility, which though it be as if a veil hung between 
his face and our eyes, yet it reveals to us that therefore he is most excellent because we cannot 
comprehend him.  The consideration of this is properly brought up here in order to check our 
curiosity and confine our contemplations to moderation and not excess in our search for God.  
That this is an attribute of God or one of his relative perfections is something we are assured of 
in Scripture.  See Exodus 33:20 which says “But He answered, “You cannot see My face, for no 
one can see Me and live.””  See also Job 26:14 which says “These are but the fringe of His ways; 
how faint is the word we hear of Him!  Who can understand His mighty thunder?”  But for a 
fuller and clearer examination of this point, I shall first lay down a few general introductory 
rules and then proceed to the proof of the proposition.  In general, I will be using these rules: 
  1.  That the knowledge of a thing is by bringing the object and the ability or the 
learning together.  A thing is only known as well as it is illuminated by the understanding of the 
person who knows it.  As there is no actual sight unless one brings the object to be seen to the 
thing which will see it.  For this reason, the object is said to be in the eye and so it is in respect 
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to the understanding which is the eye of the mind.  The object must be, in a sense, in the 
understanding or else the object cannot be known by it. 
  2.  That the known object is in the understanding, not according to its real 
essence, but according to its rational and imaginary being, i.e. by the reflection upon it of the 
rays and beams of it upon the understanding or conveying its likeness onto the understanding.  
The understanding does not understand without the image of the object refracted upon it, for 
to know a thing is to conceive of the image of it.  Knowledge is made by the assimilation 
between the knower and the thing known.  He conceives an idea of it in his mind.  In all our 
understanding of things, we represent and act upon our minds the images of that which we 
conceive of and see it as if it were there in front of us.  Hence the understanding makes use of 
the imagination in this way. 
  3.  The thing known is in the knower according to the manner and measure of 
him that knows and therefore the knowledge of everyone is accommodated to the manner of 
his own nature and not according to the manner of the nature of the thing known.  Quicquid 
recipitur, recipiture ad modum recipientis.  {Latin:  Whatever is received is received in 
proportion to the recipient.]  The understanding can receive nothing but in its own way, 
according to the manner of its being and operation.  It is like a craftsman; take him out of his 
method and he does not know what he is doing.  If you set out to carry anything into the 
understanding of man by any other way then it will be at a loss and confounded.  It is also after 
its own measure.  The created understanding is finite.  It has its ultimum conamen [Latin:  the 
last attempt], its bounds beyond which it cannot pass and if you attempt to put more into it, 
then it will break.  There is a knowledge that is too high, too hard for it.  See Proverbs 30:3, 4 
which says “I have not gained wisdom, and I have no knowledge of the Holy One.  Who has 
gone up to heaven and come down?  Who has gathered the wind in His hands?  Who has bound 
up the waters in a cloak?  Who has established all the ends of the earth?  What is His name, and 
what is the name of His Son—if you know?” 
  4.  To know a thing as it is, is to know it in its essence, and comprehend it in its 
definition.  He that has a thorough knowledge of a thing sees it in its naked essence and is able 
to define it.  He can tell what it is and what is the whole latitude of its being.  For he that does 
not see through a thing to the other side of its essence and operation comes short of knowing it 
perfectly.  He must comprehend in himself all that the being comprehends in itself and have the 
entire reflection of it on his understanding. 
  5.  The comprehension of a thing is the exact and adequate knowledge of it.  It is 
a word used of bodies that have quantity in them and is when one body grasps another within 
itself so that nothing is left out.  One thing then is comprehended by another when it is 
adequately contained in it so that nothing of the thing contained be outside of the thing 
containing it.  The word is thus metaphorically translated to the understanding and it is, when 
the object is so contained in the mind that nothing in the thing comprehended is beyond its 
knowledge.  All of it is so seen that nothing escapes the eye of the mind.  In a word, something 
is comprehended when it is perfectly known and which is known so far as it is observable.  This 
knowledge implies both are equal or a perfect equality of the understanding to the thing 
understood. 
  6.  The knowledge, comprehension and apprehension of God are not really 
separate things.  The apprehension of God in his essence or as he is in himself is a 
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comprehensive knowledge of him.  To comprehend, apprehend, perceive and thoroughly to 
know God are all one.  The apprehension of God’s essence is the knowledge of his whole 
essence.  He that knows this in its entirety comprehends it. He that knows the essence contains 
the whole essence in his knowledge for there is nothing in the divine essence besides itself.  
There is nothing contained in God except what is absolutely God.  Compound beings may be 
apprehended when they are not comprehended but this is not true of the uncompounded 
[singular] being of God. 
 From these considerations, we may proceed to the particular confirmation of the 
proposition, that is to say that the first being is not knowable by us as he is within himself.  
There are two examples to which we may refer to demonstrate this. 
   1.  That our reason is not able to grasp the knowledge of him.  It cannot 
entertain the concept of his essential nature.  It is certain that man know nothing except by 
some Rule of reason, which is the thing which carries an understanding of God to man.  All 
things which are conveyed into our understanding are handed to it in a logical way and we 
come to know things by seeing into the reasoning behind them.  But our reason is not able to 
apprehend the essence of God.  And that is… 
    1.  Because there is no equal relation in size between the faculty 
or ability and the object.  We heard that the object must be in some way in ability to know a 
thing.  Thus, it follows of necessity that there must be a proper relation in size between the 
ability to know and the object.  But now we find an infinitely vast distance between God and 
the creature.  The most expansive created understanding is still a finite understanding but God 
is infinite and between the finite and infinite there is no such relation in size.  The ability to 
know has boundaries but the object is without boundaries.  See Psalm 147:5 which says “Our 
Lord is great, vast in power; His understanding is infinite.”  How should this eggshell 
comprehend the ocean? 
    2.  Because if he were comprehensible by our knowledge, then 
our knowledge of him would be equal to his own knowledge of himself.  Divine knowledge is 
adequate to understand the divine essence.  The nature of God is in proportion to the object of 
his understanding.  He cannot see anything above or below himself.  If, therefore we could 
know him in his essence, our weak and finite understanding would be equal to his divine, 
infinite and supreme knowledge for perfection of his understanding is to know himself, i.e. the 
latitude and glory of his own being.  But oh the vast distance that separates the creature from 
God!  Shall the upstarts of time make themselves equal in understanding with eternity itself?  
Shall they that are of yesterday and know nothing stand equal with him that is from 
everlasting?  Shall our blind eyes dare to challenge him who is light itself? 
    3.  Because there is nothing that caused him to be.  Human 
knowledge comes to understand things by reaching the cause of a thing and in that way it pries 
open the nature or essence of them.  A person who lays hands on the first being is able to say 
what that first being is, to trace things back to the origin, to give a true and proper definition of 
the thing and to find out and reveal the nature of his essence and the principles which make up 
the thing.  But in regards to God, no creature can do this.  That is because there is no essence or 
nature that (in propriety of speech) can be attributed to God, for nature and essence describe a 
thing arising of some principles which preceded it, but there is no principle of God for nothing 
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existed before him.  See Isaiah 44:6 which says “This is what the Lord, the King of Israel and its 
Redeemer, the Lord of Hosts, says:  I am the first and I am the last.  There is no God but Me. “” 
    4.  Because, being of a simple nature, there can be no judgement 
framed concerning him.  Such is the nature of a human judgement that it cannot judge anything 
but by framing it and putting together some concepts regarding it.  For human knowledge is 
nothing other than the judgement of a necessary axiom and there is no axiom or sentence that 
can be properly formed concerning God, because in every sentence there is an antecedent 
[something which goes before] and a consequent [something which follows after] or a subject 
and a predicate, something going before and something following after.  However in God, there 
is neither anything prior to or subsequent to, but whatever is in the divine essence is most 
properly the divine essence. 
    5.  Because he is a most glorious and illustrious object.  Though it 
be by means of light that we are capable of seeing a thing, yet if the light is too bright and 
shines too greatly, our eyes are blinded and thus it is with this great light and the eyes of the 
mind.  All reason is too finite to comprehend the infinite, too shallow to contain the deep and 
the bottomless, too narrow to grasp something without boundaries, too little in comprehension 
to wrap itself around this incomprehensible object.  God is a most eminently glorious object.  
Our wounded eyes find it impossible to look upon the shining brightness that is in him.  See 
I Timothy 6:16 which says “…the only One who has immortality, dwelling in unapproachable 
light; no one has seen or can see Him, to Him be honor and eternal might.  Amen.”  God 
therefore will not reveal himself to us, not because he is lacking in good will toward us but in 
compassion for our frail and limited capacities.  He will for this reason put Moses in the cleft of 
the rock and cover him with his hand while his glory passes by.  See the end of Exodus 33. 
   2.  That our words are not capable of speaking his being or declaring his 
name.  Names are the signs of things and imposing a name onto a thing supposes that the 
name-giver knows the thing’s nature.  Adam knew the nature of the creatures and accordingly 
imposed names upon them.  The proper purpose of a name is that the thing signified by the 
name may be understood by the name but no man can give such a name to God as can 
significantly express his nature.  Neither indeed can we say anything concerning him as he is.  
Whatever title was put upon God or whatsoever we assert concerning him is all improper 
because the first being is too great for words.  See Proverbs 30:4, which says “What is His name, 
and what is the name of His Son—if you know?”  Thus we see… 
    1.  Because no man can frame in his mind a proper concept of 
God.  Names are the representation of the concept which the understanding has of things.  
Therefore the concept of that thing of which we cannot form a proper concept in our mind can 
never be properly expressed by us.  The concept may outbid the expression but this can never 
go beyond that.  It is impossible for our ignorance to speak of God with words appropriate to 
express his being properly. 
   2.  Because God cannot reveal and make knows to the creature his innate 
perfection in a way that will cause the creature to understand what God is in himself and thus 
to be able to name God properly.  God cannot make a creature of sufficient capacity so as to 
know him it the latitude of his being and thus follows the impossibility for a man or any other 
created being to put an adequate name upon God.  That God cannot do this is not because of 
any imperfection in himself but because of his great perfection, for… 
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    1.  If God should reveal himself to any created being fully and 
make his name perfect known, then it must be to a creature that is able to receive this 
revelation and apprehend what God declares concerning himself.  But there cannot be a 
creature capable of this.  It is inconsistent with a created nature.  To fit a created being for this, 
God must make another like himself not only in his image and likeness but equal to himself.  It 
would have to be infinitely wise, eternally knowing, which would simply be a contradiction for 
God would not be creating a creature but a god. 
    2.  Of God should reveal himself fully to the creature; it must be 
either in one word and moment or in a speech and an amount of time.  But it cannot be in a 
word and a moment because there can be no one word formed which can draw forth and 
comprehend the whole sum of the perfection of the First Being.  It cannot be in speech or many 
words and an amount of time because if God should speak about himself throughout all of 
eternity, it still would not explain to us all the perfection that is within him.  Eternity would be 
insufficient to complete the description without leaving something out, especially if we add 
this…. 
    3.  That if God would describe himself to us, it must be either in 
his own language or in ours.  If it is in his own language, we would not understand it and learn 
nothing from it.  We can hardly understand heavenly things wrapped in an earthly language, 
how then shall we understand if a heavenly language is used?  See John 3:12 which says “If I 
have told you about things that happen on earth and you don’t believe, how will you believe if I 
tell you about things of heaven?”  If he speaks to us in our language, it has no words in it to 
adequately express divine things, because his nature is so far above us. 
   3.  Because his name is wonderful and secret and therefore God would 
not have us inquire after it.  As when Moses desired to see God’s face, God blocked him 
(previously cited in Exodus 33:20), giving him to understand that the request would cause him 
harm and destruction.  Also, when Jacob asked God for his name, God rebuked him for his 
boldness in Genesis 32:29.  {Then Jacob asked Him, “Please tell me Your name.”  But He 
answered, “Why do you ask My name?” And He blessed him there.]  Similarly, Manoah made 
such a request (Judges 13:17, 18 [Then Manoah said to Him, “What is Your name, so that we 
may honor You when Your words come true?”  “Why do you ask My name,” the Angel of the 
Lord asked him, “since it is wonderful.”]) and gave him as a reason that his name was secret or 
wonderful.  That which is wonderful is a thing shielded from knowledge and reason, something 
which is greater that human capacity, something which outbids the reach of a created 
understanding.  Such is his name.  See Isaiah 9:6 which says “He will be named Wonderful “  
How then should the creature know God as he is? 
 There are two cases which would offer themselves here.  1.  Whether we shall know the 
naked essence of God in our glorified state?  2.  What hope then do we have of happiness 
because we read in John 17:3 “This is eternal life: that they may know You, the only true God, 
and the One You have sent—Jesus Christ.”  But the first question may be considered under the 
heading of glorification and the second question will be taken up in the next proposition.  I shall 
here then only leave these words of exhortation. 
 1.  Beware of diving too deep into the mysteries of the divinity.  Prideful curiosity here is 
only a distraction.  Faithful ignorance is better than reckless knowledge.  Know for certain that 
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when your understanding has fluttered as high as the wings of reason can carry it, you will find 
riddles in the deity which you will never be able to unfold. 
 2.  Let us spend our time meditating upon this God.  The more God’s people see of him, 
the more they discover how little they know of him, and knowing that they can never know too 
much, it points them towards the apostle’s practice as we read in Philippians 3:13 which says 
“Brothers, I do not consider myself to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what 
is behind and reaching forward to what is ahead…”  Their prayer is as he prayed in Ephesians 
3:16-19 which says “I pray that He may grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be 
strengthened with power in the inner man through His Spirit, and that the Messiah may dwell 
in your hearts through faith. I pray that you, being rooted and firmly established in love, may be 
able to comprehend with all the saints what is the length and width, height and depth of God’s 
love, and to know the Messiah’s love that surpasses knowledge, so you may be filled with all 
the fullness of God.” 
 3.  Let us be serious in the concepts which we entertain in our minds conceding God.  
Beware of rude, foolish and absurd thoughts about him.  Let his incomprehensible greatness 
make us afraid.  When we have thought our highest and best of him, still remember that all this 
comes infinitely short of his glorious perfections. 
 4.  Let us therefore admire and adore this incomprehensible being.  Here we have a 
proper subject for our admiration to work upon.  Then is our admiration called for, when we 
see a being in whose nature and causes we have not nor could have any insight.  Such a one is 
God.  Where then we cannot explain, let us contemplate and what we cannot comprehend, let 
us wonder at.  Where our reason is confused, let it be our work to gaze ourselves into 
astonishment.  And here is matter for eternal admiration.  The glorious angels cover their faces 
and spend eternity in crying “Holy, Holy, Holy Lord God of Hosts!”  And let us inimitation sit 
down and cry with the apostle, “Oh, the depths!” 
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