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Lesson 16 
 
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. 
 
 6.  God reveals his all-sufficiency to us in his essence and in his subsistences**.  It is in 
this way of his revealing himself to us that our faith is guided to barter with him for our life.  
Our salvation depends on one God in three persons.  Man, as he is a reasoning creature, stands 
in need of a deity to make him happy and, as he is a sinner, he needs a trinity to save him.  We 
have both these fully displayed to us in Scripture.  The essence is first in the order of things we 
will consider and that is because the Godhead is the ultimate object of our faith.  Our faith must 
ascend to the Godhead and rest there.  The perfect and complete being of God is the subject of 
all his relations and we believe in all the divine persons because they are God.  See John 14:1 
which says “Your heart must not be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in Me.” 
 7. The divine essence is God, the most complete and perfect First Being.  I might here 
discuss the unity of the essence but, because our catechism gives us a particular question for 
that, I wave it until we reach that point.  We may briefly take the opening of the description 
given in a few conclusions. 
  1.  Because being is better than not being, we thus attribute being to God, as if 
he had something in common with other beings or as though there were a general nature in 
which there were an agreement or participation between him and the creature.  It is an idea 
without which we can entertain no conceptions of God at all.  God himself therefore tells us 
that his name is I AM and the apostle tells us that here is the foundation of our faith in 
Hebrews 11:6 which says “Now without faith it is impossible to please God, for the one who 
draws near to Him must believe that He exists and rewards those who seek Him.” 
  2.  That in the order of beings, God is the first.  This therefore is a distinguishing 
epithet we put on God and by it we know him as separate from the created beings.  All other 
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beings are secondary, derived, have an origin.  He is before them all.  He therefore assumes this 
title as we see in 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.”  
And on this account, he is called the Ancient of Days as we see in Daniel 7:9.  […thrones were 
set in place, and the Ancient of Days took His seat….]  Here observe two things. 
   1.  That there is a First Being.  This is necessary, for it is impossible that all 
things should succeed and follow one after another.  Where there is a succession, there must 
be a beginning.  Where there is a second and a third, there was a first in order for them to be so 
numbered.  All beings cannot be brought into existence and therefore there must be an 
original.  We must firmly believe this principle as the basis of our faith, for faith runs up to the 
highest and finds its resolution there.  Faith can never barter for its life with those who have 
borrowed their own being and life from another.  No, it goes to the sun itself for light 
(Psalm 84:11).  [For the Lord God is a sun and shield….]  Faith depends on the fountain.  See 
Jeremiah 2:13.  [For My people have committed a double evil: They have abandoned Me, the 
fountain of living water, and dug cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that cannot hold 
water.]   
   2.  God is this First Being.  It is to such a being and no other that we 
acknowledge as a deity and when we say he is First, two things are intended. 
    1.  That no other being existed before him or equal in age with 
him, but that he is before all other beings.  If he is the first, then there is no other that can exist 
before him.  He acknowledges no one to be older than himself.  See Isaiah 43:10 which says 
““You are My witnesses”— this is the Lord’s declaration— “and My servant whom I have 
chosen, so that you may know and believe Me and understand that I am He.  No god was 
formed before Me, and there will be none after Me.””  No, there was none with him or 
contemporary to him for then he could not be the first.  He that is first goes before all others.  
When no other thing had any existence, when there was none but himself, then he was.  See 
Psalm 90:2 which says “Before the mountains were born, before You gave birth to the earth 
and the world, from eternity to eternity, You are God.” 
    2.  That all other beings are derived from him.  He is therefore 
called the Alpha, the beginning (Revelation 1:8)  [“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the 
Lord God, “the One who is, who was, and who is coming, the Almighty.”]  He is the father of all 
creatures.  All other beings have their being in him.  They are derived from him by participation 
and without his influence their being would vanish into nothing.  See Acts 17:25 which says 
“…He Himself gives everyone life and breath and all things.”, and verse 28 which says “For in 
Him we live and move and exist…”  They are devoid of value and empty; yes, nothing more than 
a zero without him.  You could say they were less than nothing.  See Isaiah 40:15, 17.  [Look, the 
nations are like a drop in a bucket; they are considered as a speck of dust in the scales; He lifts 
up the islands like fine dust… All the nations are as nothing before Him; they are considered by 
Him as nothingness and emptiness.]  His word is the source of their being and for that reason 
he is called JEHOVAH [I AM] because he gives being to his word.  He does not speak words but 
he speaks things into existence.  See Romans 4:17 which says “…He believed in God, who gives 
life to the dead and calls things into existence that do not exist.”  All the great and wonderful 
beings that are in the world came into existence when he spoke.  See Psalm 33:9 which says 
“For He spoke, and it came into being; He commanded, and it came into existence.” 
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    3.  Thus, it follows that God is a most complete and perfect being.  
For, if he be the first, then he cannot be a being by participation for such presumes that there 
was one before them from which they participate.  The first being must of necessity be the 
beginning in itself.  All other things have but some shreds of being which are derived from the 
Frist Being, who is a universal sea and ocean of being who contains all of existence within 
himself.  This is also hinted at in that name I AM because existence is his royal prerogative 
alone.  Creatures are shadows of being, having no being in comparison to him.  (Refer to the 
previously cited Isaiah 40:17) and this is also hinted at in the name JEHOVAH, which implies 
both that he himself is and that he gives being to all creatures; that he is, was and will be; that 
he has such a being that, having been before all, so he remains in being and will so do in spite of 
all adverse powers that would seek to destroy him.  See Psalm 90:2 which says “…from eternity 
to eternity, You are God.” 
 8.  God is pleased to reveal his essence to his people by various attributes which he 
assumes for himself.  The divine essence (we have heard) is not in itself to be comprehended by 
us and yet God is well pleased to let us know enough of him to make us happy and in order to 
do so he takes such attributes on himself.  First, let me here tell you what the divine attributes 
are and then give some general rules about them. 
  1.  The attributes of God are his essence, which in itself is a pure act, understood 
by us in various ways.  It is a necessary consequence of God’s being the most complete and 
perfect First Being that he is a purely an act, that his nature is simple [sense of being undivided 
or of one ingredient] and altogether void of any sort of composition and thus it follows that in 
his being there can be no division.  Now because this act cannot be known by us completely 
with one glance of our understanding, we require a diversified representation of it.  It is simply 
too large for our single comprehension.  Because of this, God has taken attributes for himself 
which are the many and various expressions of the same essence and act.  These are more 
properly said to be assumed by him than to be so many various perfections in and of 
themselves.  An attribute is the consequent [result or that which follows] of an axiom.  Every 
axiom or sentence in a speech consists of an antecedent which expresses the subject and a 
consequent expressing the attribute on which is predicated on the subject.  This is our human 
way to conceive of things and therefore they are due to God from us.  See Psalm 29: 2 which 
says “Ascribe to [the Lord] the glory due His name;]  For it is by the attributes that we come to 
know anything at all of God. 
  Now the reason why this pure act must be understood by us in various ways is 
because though God is to be seen by an eye of faith, yet he must also be seen by the eye of 
reason.  For, though faith sees things which are above reason, yet it sees nothing but through 
reason, which discerns all things by arguments which are conceived as distinct from the thing 
itself from among themselves.  Now an argument is that whereby a thing is asserted as 
evidence of another thing, either as a cause or effect, subject or adjunct, etc.  When we say that 
God is great, wise, etc., our reason looks upon God as the subject and his greatness as one 
adjunct, etc., and so we join these two things together.  Our manner of conception and 
expression makes a distinction between his being and his holiness, wisdom, etc.  Yes, and it 
conceives a difference among the attributes themselves.  It distinguishes between his wisdom 
and his holiness, between his justice and his mercy.  In this way his essence comes into our 
understanding under various representations of who he is, and through these, as if we were 
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looking into several mirrors, we see many different revelations of this glorious essence.  
Therefore, this revelation is called the multi-faceted wisdom of God.  See Ephesians 3:10.  [This 
is so God’s multi-faceted wisdom may now be made known through the church to the rulers 
and authorities in the heavens.] 
  2.  To help us benefit from these attributes to become better acquainted with 
them, it will be useful to lay down some general rules to guide our conceptions of them, that is 
to say… 
   1.  That in God these attributes are one most pure and simple act.  There 
are therefore called attributes because they may more properly be said to be imputed to him 
than to be really in him.  For in him, who is the First Being and not composed of parts and 
thereby a most pure act, there can be no division or distinct parts in his being!  Thus, the 
attributes only serve to convey to us what is to be known of God according to our manner and 
measure and when we have said all of God that can be said, we must look at all in him to be but 
one God and without division in his essence or his abilities.  Thus… 
   2.  All the divine attributes are to be conceived in in the abstract as well 
as in the concrete.  Thus we do not only say that God is wise but God is wisdom.  He is love as 
we see in I John 4:8.  [The one who does not love does not know God, because God is love.]  
God is light as we see in I John 1:5.  [Now this is the message we have heard from Him and 
declare to you: God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in Him.]  And the reason is that 
because whatever is in God is God himself, which follows from his not being made up of 
components.  If he were made up of components there would be divisions and orders of 
succession in him; in other words something in him that was not absolutely first.  If there were 
something that was not absolutely first, then there would be something in him that is not 
himself and that would be a contradiction. 
   3.  The divine attributes are all together in God and as such they have the 
same eternity as God even though this is not apparent to us.  He was complete in all his 
perfections before the foundations of the world were created and in such an eternity there is 
no distinction of one coming before another or one following after another.  See John 8:58 
which says “Jesus said to them, “I assure you: Before Abraham was, I am.””  This is true even 
though some appear to us earlier and some appear later.  Wisdom, power and goodness 
appeared in the creation.  Revenging justice did not appear until the fall of man.  Nor did special 
grace appear until afterwards.  See Titus 3:4, 5a which says “But when the kindness of God our 
Savior and His love for mankind appeared, He saved us“.  God displayed his perfections as man 
had need of them but they were in him in reality before that.  The reason is that because he is 
eternally unchangeable and never assumes any new thing but is the same forever. 
   4.  The divine attributes are always in him to the highest degree, though 
in execution there is a different application.  Extensively as to divine dispensations, in 
providential effects, God proceeds gradually in his dealings with men.  For example, in 
dispensing justice, he does not give men their just desserts all at once and thus flows his 
patience and long-suffering.  Just so in dispensing his mercy, there is a difference between 
grace and glory. 
   5.  The divine attributes in God are not contrary to each other.  There is 
no clashing between them, but instead they perfectly agree in their essence.  God cannot 
disagree with himself.  His attributes are of the same essence and therefore cannot disagree.  
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Dissent arises when there are contrary principles and declares such a being to be changeable 
and corruptible but God is all justice and yet he is all mercy too.  Neither does his being all just 
keep him from being all merciful or vice versa. 
   6.  The attributes as they are in God are not distinct from the essence or 
from one another, for they are all God himself, whose proper name is I AM (Exodus 3:14).  [God 
replied to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: I AM has sent 
me to you.”]  His mercy is God and his justice is God and they are both one and the same 
undivided God.  As the sun by one and the same light lights, warms, hardens, softens, 
nourishes, and dries up things; as all lines meet in their center into one individual point; as all 
waters are one in the sea. 
   7. In our conception, there is some foundation of a distinction of these 
attributes in God and that both in regard to our understanding and to the things themselves.  
For,… 
    1.  In reason reasoning or in our understanding, we conceive of 
God and of his holiness and of his justice, etc., by a compound act, which first conceives of God 
and then of his holiness (as if of an adjunct to a subject).  These two ideas are combined by our 
reason which then puts the ideas in to speech and says that God is holy, for without 
distinguishing these ideas and then combining them together, our reason knows nothing.  And 
God allows us this. 
    2.  In reason reasoned, or in the things themselves from which our 
understanding draws arguments extrinsically, God’s attributes do shine forth after a distinct 
manner.  When God punishes, then he declares his wrath.  When he saves, then he makes his 
mercy known (Romans 9:22, 23) [And what if God, desiring to display His wrath and to make His 
power known, endured with much patience objects of wrath ready for destruction? And what if 
He did this to make known the riches of His glory on objects of mercy that He prepared 
beforehand for glory] so that we may say that God does not punish by his pity, nor does he save 
by his anger or destroy by his love. 
   8.  Of his attributes, some are said to be incapable of being 
communicated and others to be communicable.  The incommunicable [incapable of being 
communicated] are the divine properties which so belong to God that there is no shadow of 
them in the creature and it is blasphemy to credit these attributes to a created being.  Some of 
these would be infiniteness, eternity and immutability.  The communicable attributes are such 
that something like them, in our conception, is in the creature.  These are things like wisdom, 
justice, pity, etc., but yet they differ vastly.  Of this difference, consider these few rules. 
    1.  They are in the creature only in the way of an analogy or 
similarity.  These attributes in the creature is a likeness as we see in the end of Matthew 
chapter 5 which says “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  But they are 
vastly disproportionate, just as there is a vast disproportion between the finite and the infinite.  
An angel’s wisdom is nonsense when compared to the wisdom of God. 
    2.  They are attributed to the creature only in the concrete, not in 
the abstract.  For in the creature they are truly and properly adjuncts but in God they are his 
essence.  We may therefore say of a creature that he is wise but of God alone can we say that 
he is wisdom.  To say that of any secondary being is to strain speech and smacks of blasphemy. 
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    3.  They are preeminently in God but only scantily in the creature.  
We indeed translate them from the creature to God when we see a perfection in man, we 
credit it to him in an eminent manner.  We discover the footsteps of wisdom, holiness, etc. in 
men and because they are noble perfections, we acknowledge their source to be in God but 
they are indeed primarily in God for the creature derived them from the creator.  He therefore 
had them or else he could not have shared them.  They were first in him or else they would not 
be in us.  A creature’s perfection is but a draft or imperfect copy of his which is the original or 
pattern.  His is the original, theirs is but a translation.  See the end of Matthew chapter 5.  
[verse 48 “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.] 
    4.  These perfections are in God, void of all the imperfections 
which accompany them in the creature.  There is no good quality in the creature except that in 
a limited manner.  It is restrained to degrees because it is a created goodness and therefore 
must have its limits.  Thus there is no one so wise that he does not have some ignorance.  There 
is none so holy who does not have some impurity, even if not evident, then by comparison.  See 
Job 4:18 which says “If God puts no trust in His servants and He charges His angels with 
foolishness…” and again in chapter 15:15 which says “If God puts no trust in His holy ones and 
the heavens are not pure in His sight…”  But there are no degrees or levels in the divine 
attributes.  They are of the highest order and thus there can be no imperfection.  So we must 
remove all of this from his perfection.  See I John 1:5 which says “Now this is the message we 
have heard from Him and declare to you: God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in 
Him.”  His attributes do not only contain all the degrees to which are found in the creature but 
they infinitely transcend them.  Thus we add a name to them. 
 
USE 1:   

We here see the way in which we may come to the right knowledge of God, i.e. by 
viewing his essence in his attributes.  This is his name and every one of the various attributes is 
but one letter of it.  By putting them together, we may come to spell out what he is, at least so 
far as our safety will allow and sufficiently for our satisfaction.  By gazing upon the naked 
essence we destroy ourselves and come to no knowledge at all but are completely confounded.  
But, by a careful eyeing of him in his attributes, we may come to the discovery of that which 
will illuminate, delight and save.  We must see him as he is to be seen.  The bold eye that will 
dare to gaze upon the splendid noon-time light of the sun is dazzled and put out.  He sees 
nothing at all.  But he that looks upon it in its beams sees clearly and it is a pleasant thing.  Let 
us mortals content ourselves with these speculations.  He that knows God as if by experiment is 
happy enough.  Thus… 

 
USE 2:   

Let it humble us that when God has so gloriously revealed himself to us, we should 
know no more than this of him.  That, when he has written out his name in such legible 
characters, we are able to spell out so little from them.  It was an inexcusable thing for the 
heathen that they learned no more of God out of the book of nature (Romans 1:20) [For His 
invisible attributes, that is, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen since 
the creation of the world, being understood through what He has made. As a result, people are 
without excuse.] how much more must it be so for us who live under the light of the word of 
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God in which he has written all these attributes of his as if with capital letters?  For shame’s 
sake then let us lay aside this sloth and put off all unhappy diversions and bend our minds more 
intensely to the study of God’s perfections.  Let us know that it is our life.  If we will do thusly, 
pains must be taken and there must be a running to and fro and to it all we must add earnest 
and fervent prayer that God will give us such a revelation of himself as may tie our hearts to 
him, that we may chose him as our portion.  Theoretical knowledge is not to be neglected, 
being the first step to true wisdom, but it is not something to rest on because it is not that 
knowledge which is eternal life.  But if our children are simply taught theoretical knowledge, 
there is little hope that they will reach after the other.  But when once we so know God that we 
are able through knowledge to put the title of the proper character to every attribute and call it 
our own, that is knowledge to be prized above rubies. 
 
 
March 26, 1689 
 
 
**Subsistence:  existence, independence, from Latin substance, reality 
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