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Lesson 14 
 
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. 
 
 3.  This incomprehensible being has revealed himself to us in views of his back [not his 
face], presenting himself as a suitable object for our faith to rest upon.  There are some 
precious rays of light of the divinity that illuminate us as they reflect him and by which we may 
so far acquaint ourselves with God as to make us happy.  God is call a ‘sun’ in Psalm 84:11 [For 
the Lord God is a sun and shield.].  Now if we fix our eyes directly on the body of the sun, it will 
wholly dazzle us but if we look on the reflected light or beams of it, we are safe and it is 
comfortable.  So it is here.  The divine perfections illuminate our understanding as if through 
darkened glass.  They are held out to us as if they were a riddle which display’s God to his 
creatures.  God is pleased to call this his back which he promised to Moses that he would make 
distinctively known to him in the end of Exodus chapter 33 [verse 20: But He answered, “You 
cannot see My face, for no one can see Me and live.” And verse 23: “Then I will take My hand 
away, and you will see My back, but My face will not be seen.”]  Now, they are called so… 
  1.  Because they fall short of the complete revelation of his native excellence in 
the immediate unreflected manifestations of it.  As when we see only the back of a man, we see 
only a little of his beauty and attractiveness since his face is the place where it is most easily 
seen.  The back is only a part of him and that a very small portion of him which is thus 
understood by us.  See Job 26:14.  [These are but the fringes of His ways; how faint is the word 
we hear of Him!  Who can understand His mighty thunder?]  God’s knowledge of himself and 
the knowledge of him which he gives to us are infinitely different in proportion. 
  2.  Because they are only dim representations of him in comparison with the 
glory which he possesses in the unapproachable light.  They are only like refracted or broken 
rays of bright sunlight.  They are like the reddish glow which sun leaves behind it when it sinks 



2 
 

below the horizon, like the sparks of a great fire.  They are glimpses and glimmerings in respect 
to that transcendent glory, which he enjoys in himself everlastingly. 
  3.  Because they are, as it were, garments which cloud, hide or obscure his 
radiant brightness.  They are like a veil which the great God puts over himself by which he 
reveals himself in a more obscure way so that these manifestations do not overpower the 
faculties of our nature.  As a man’s back parts are clothed so we know him by and in spite of his 
garment which does not have clarity we would have in seeing his face. 
 In further pursuit of this proposition, we may consider, 1. What is this revelation?  
2. How does it present him as a suitable object of our faith? 
 Question 1:  What is this revelation which the First Being makes of himself to us by 
showing his back? 
 Answer:  To sum it up, it is that by which he reveals his communicable glory to us, 
according to our manner and measure of receiving it.  It is his speaking to us about himself in 
our own language and according to our capacity of receiving and apprehending anything about 
him.  Here we need to consider two things, that is to say what he reveals of himself and the way 
in which he reveals it. 
  1.  That which God reveals to us is his communicable glory.  The distinction 
between the incommunicable and the communicable perfections of God is known and received 
among Christians.  What this communicable glory is in particular will be considered later.  IN 
general it is that which, in other terms, we call his declarative glory and the incommunicable 
glory is also called his essential glory.  The communicable glory contains in it all those divine 
perfections in which God engages the interest of the creature and with which he influences the 
creature.  He has in his word and works made these known to us.  Whatsoever of God we may 
in any way take part in or by which he may have glory by or from us belongs to this subject.  
This is that which the apostle calls “that which may be known of God” (Romans 1:19) and is 
called his “name” (Exodus 33:19), intimating that there is something that may not be known 
about him.  Nor could this be, if he had not revealed it, either by the impression of it upon the 
creature or by the testimony he has given of it by his Holy Spirit? 
  2.  The way in which God reveals himself to us comes under a double 
consideration: 
   1.  He does it according to our manner of receiving it.  Because Heaven’s 
mode and way is not known to us, therefore he speaks to us in the language or manner of 
heaven.  See John 3:12.  [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?]  That way is the way of 
created human reason.  God’s face is only knowable by divine and not created reason, which 
infinitely exceeds our capacity but his back is an accommodation used to reveal himself to our 
reason.  It is impossible for us to know or understand things except by some rule of reason or 
other.  Reason is nothing else but the manner of a being, whereby it is acted upon our 
understanding.  We know nothing of God but by applying logic to our understanding of him.  All 
things are understood by us using logic and carry some stamp of reason upon them or else we 
would know nothing of them.  Thus, God, to fit his revelation of himself to our manner of 
considering it, makes rational or logical arguments regarding himself, allows for a distinction or 
description, utters sentences or acts regarding himself as if he were the result instead of being 
the cause or was not a ruler but a subject and was closely joined to creation.  In this way we 
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come to see something of him who is in himself invisible.  This tells us how useful and necessary 
reason is in faith.  It is an instrument which is used to convey revelations about God and 
therefore faith does not relinquish or cast off reason for there is nothing contrary to reason in 
religion, though there are many things that transcend and must captivate reason.  Religion is 
the wisdom of God which cannot obstruct itself and reason speaks in a stuttering fashion to 
faith, for the entire content is more than reason is able to express. 
   2.  He does it also according to our measure of receiving it, i.e. according 
to the latitude of our understanding it.  As our comprehension has a proper way to it, so it also 
has clearly marked boundaries.  It is a finite thing.  Ours are created faculties and they are 
narrow and shallow.  They can only take in a little bit.  They are only a few drops of this great 
ocean that our little vessels can take us out into.  God’s revelations of himself to us are 
therefore some small part of his great excellence and when we have said all that we can to set 
him forth, how little will it be in comparison of himself!  It will be as if comparing one drop to a 
vast ocean.  And the reason for it is because our limited knowledge, the narrow faculty of our 
understanding cannot handle anything more.  A vessel that is full cannot be more full.  The 
great things of God are able to swallow up the understanding of men and angels but God is so 
condescending to us that he accommodates his revelations to our capacities.  
 Question 2: How does this revelation present God as a suitable object of our faith? 
 Answer:  There are two assertions by which theologians usually resolve this case, that is 
to say… 
  1. We cannot know more of God and live.  It is impossible that the created 
faculty should receive more into it.  It was in kindness to Moses that God refused to gratify him 
in his request and he gives this reason for it in Exodus 33:20 which says “But He answered, “You 
cannot see My face, for no one can see Me and live.””  If Moses had seen God’s face, it would 
have had to have been with the eye of his understanding but, that being finite and God being 
infinite, it would have been beyond the capacity of Moses’ understanding and so would have 
broken and destroyed him.  So, the object [God] would have been so far from being an object 
that made Moses happy, that it would have been altogether destructive to him.  It is true, there 
are different degrees of the knowledge of God that men succeed in reaching in this life.  Some 
know but a little, others reach a great deal more in comparison and there is a growth in 
knowledge as well as in grace that is incumbent on us as a duty.  See II Peter 3:18 which says 
“But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  And those that 
succeed in reaching the greatest knowledge in this life, still only know in part, have but a 
child-like comprehension of God and only see a dim reflection (I Corinthians 13:9, etc).  
[I Corinthians 13:12  For now we see indistinctly,[b] as in a mirror, but then face to face.  Now I 
know in part, but then I will know fully, as I am fully known.]  Therefore there is a fuller and 
more perfect knowledge that we shall have in heaven, when we shall be fully grown men and 
see without a dim mirror, know as we are known and in his light shall see light, but still all this is 
limited and confined within boundaries according to the manner and measure of the created 
understanding.  It does not differ from the other in nature but in degree.  It is still God viewed 
only from the back, God as revealed in the face of the Messiah. 
  2.  We need to know no more of God in order to live.  There is happiness enough 
for a creature comprised in his revelation.  Here is that which is sufficient to fill up and satisfy 
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the most extended desires and to make the man blessed forever.  To see and enjoy God as seen 
from the back is enough to bound the vastest reachings of men or angels, for… 
   1.  This revelation is all that is revealed of God.  This is as much as his 
infinite wisdom judges fit to reveal to the creature.  Thus, it is all that we have to seek or 
inquire after.  See Deuteronomy 29:29 which says “The hidden things belong to the Lord our 
God, but the revealed things belong to us and our children forever, so that we may follow all 
the words of this law.”  There is no doubt that God has plainly shown himself sufficiently for the 
blessedness of his people, on whom he has set his heart and whom he intends to make blessed 
in fellowship and completion with himself.  Moses was a blessed man and yet he was not 
allowed to see more of God.  And our Savior declare this knowledge to be life eternal 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.] and what more can we need for ourselves than life eternal!  He that 
has life eternal is sufficiently prepared and may triumph. 
   2.  These are the allotted share which God gives to his children.  Jehovah, 
i.e. God as seen from the back, is the believer’s inheritance.  See Lamentations 3:24 which says 
“…The Lord is my portion…”  God’s face cannot be seen and there cannot be inherited or 
possessed for what completion can we have in something of which we do not know?  But God 
has given or signed over to every believer an allotted share that will make them happy.  It is a 
legal title in this God as he is revealed that David boasts about in Psalm 16:5, 6 which says 
“Lord, You are my portion and my cup of blessing; You hold my future.  The boundary lines have 
fallen for me in pleasant places; indeed, I have a beautiful inheritance.”  If there were anything 
lacking to bring full joy in the inheritance of the saints, God were not as good as his Word 
promises.  When he had called Abraham to leave everything behind for him, he encourages him 
in Genesis 17:1, 7 which says “I am God Almighty… I will keep My covenant between Me and 
you, and your future offspring throughout their generations, as an everlasting covenant to be 
your God and the God of your offspring after you.” 
   3.  In God’s back are contained all that we stand in need of.  Let us only 
read over all those glorious golden letters in which the name of God is displayed in his Word 
and works and lay next to them the state of the believer with all of his flaws made visible, take 
the full account of all that can be thought of that is necessary for his everlasting supreme 
happiness and we shall find nothing lacking here to answer it to the outside and even beyond.  
See Psalm 34:9, 10 which says “You who are His holy ones, fear [the Lord], for those who fear 
Him lack nothing.  Young lions lack food and go hungry, but those who seek the Lord will not 
lack any good thing.”  See also Psalm 84:11 which says “For the Lord God is a sun and shield.  
The Lord gives grace and glory; He does not withhold the good from those who live with 
integrity.”  See also Psalm 63:5 which says “You satisfy me as with rich food; my mouth will 
praise You with joyful lips.”  See how God displayed his back to Moses in Exodus 34:6, 7 which 
says “Then the Lord passed in front of him and proclaimed: [The Lord—the Lord] is a 
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and rich in faithful love and truth, maintaining 
faithful love to a thousand generations, forgiving wrongdoing, rebellion, and sin. But He will not 
leave the guilty unpunished, bringing the consequences of the fathers’ wrongdoing on the 
children and grandchildren to the third and fourth generation.”  But this will be better seen in 
what follows. 
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 USE 1.  The consideration of this conclusion will give us direction about how to regulate 
our conceptions and expressions about God and how to expound them.  It tells us that all is to 
be understood after the manner of men, according to our comprehension and not according to 
the nature of God appropriately.  Though the things revealed about God in the Scriptures are 
not false but true, yet they fall infinitely short of expressing his glory and they are very unsuited 
to him.  We must always remember that God is inconceivably more and better than all that is or 
can be said of him.  And it may also teach us to have a care about how far we strain the human 
expressions of Scripture in drawing conclusions from them concerning the nature of God.  Our 
vain minds will lose control here and bring reproach on the glorious First Being, provoking his 
just displeasure.  It is good to be cautious in drawing too near to him who is a consuming fire. 
 USE 2:  We are here taught what is the infinite disproportion between the happiness of 
God and that of his people.  God, as he is in himself, his essence, his face, his unapproachable 
light, is his own portion [inheritance] and happiness.  But God as viewed from his back , his 
attributes, his communicable glory, is the heritage and happiness of his children.  He is happy in 
himself and is therefore called God, who is blessed forever.  He knows, love, embraces, and 
enjoys himself and does that in his glory.  The beams of his perfections are enough to fill us with 
good, whereas the fountain of it is but adequate for him.  It should then invite us all to get a 
clear title in this God and, having obtained it, let is satisfy us so we can say that it is enough.  Let 
form the boundaries of the reachings of our souls and let us be able to say in truth as did the 
Psalmist in Psalm 73:25, 26 which says “Who do I have in heaven but You?  And I desire nothing 
on earth but You. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength[i] of my heart, my 
portion forever.” 
 USE 3:  Learn thus what is the great duty of Christians.  Has God condescended to make 
himself thus known to us?  It is then our interest to make it our business to contemplate him in 
these glorious excellences which he has so displayed to us.  These are the things that belong to 
us and to our children.  Leaving then the concealed secrets which are above our reach to him 
who alone can comprehend them, let us set our ourselves in search of the manifestations of 
himself which he has made in his word and his works.  Do not think here that because you are 
limited that you may neglect this search.  Here is enough to fill up all of time and eternity in 
contemplation of it.  Here are mysteries that the very angels of light still study diligently.  And 
remember that it is your life and your happiness.  This is the knowledge which points directly to 
eternal blessedness.  A little of this knowledge, though obscure, yet if it saves us, is better than 
all the skill that can be gotten in the most secret points of human arts and sciences.  We know 
all that can be worth the knowing if we know God in those excellent perfections of his.  Let it 
then put young ones upon this study and persuade you to begin early in this inquiry.  You will 
never regret that you sought after acquainting your selves with God at an early period.  This is 
the knowledge that will make you truly wise.  All other knowledge without this will not advance 
you above fools and this only will be able to make you happy.  You see nothing at all that will 
truly do you any good, until you see God in those revelations of himself to you.  And let us all 
bless God for this wonderful condescension of his to us, that he will make known the great 
mysteries and sacred riddles of his deity to us, in a way that is so accommodated to our 
capacity which would otherwise have lain hidden from us forever.  And let us in this testify our 
thankfulness by studying everyday more to know him and by knowing to love him and by loving 
to serve him.  So shall we be made everlastingly happy in our acquaintance with him.  
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