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Lesson 20 

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 Lecture 17: 
It would be advantageous for our better inquiry into the divine attributes to determine a 
suitable distribution of them.  Various theologians have various methods.  Some divide them in 
negatives, removing all imperfections from God.  Some divide them into relatives, as revealed 
by some relationship which he bears to the creature.  Some divide them into positives, 
attributing various perfections to him.  Others, not differing from the previously mentioned, 
differ but in terms, attributing them to him by way of causality, remotion [being remote or 
removing] and eminency.  Others divide them in goodness and greatness.  Others into the 
attributes which shine forth by themselves, considering God as the complete and perfect First 
Being or such attributes as appear in his ability to work powerfully.  I normally chose this last 
method but the method of the catechism leads me to another method.  I shall therefore take 
up the attributes in the description and assign them their proper ideas as I pass through the 
description.  For others not named here, they may be taken notice of later in their proper 
places.  In this description we may observe three sorts of attributes.  1.  A genus [classification] 
is attributed to him by analogy, in that he is called a spirit.  2.  Three divine qualities are 
negatively expressed, these being infinite, etc.  3. Six divine powers and virtues are expressed.
These may be spoken to in order. 

From Lecture 18: 
2.  We have God described by his negative qualities, three of which are here offered to 

us and which shall now be explained to us briefly. 
1.  God is infinite: 

From Lecture 19: 
2.  God is eternal.   

3.  God is unchangeable.  This is the last of the divine qualities mentioned in the 
description.  To clear up this attribute, we may first inquire into its nature and then give the 
evidence that God is unchangeable.  We may take this as a description of God’s 
unchangeableness:  It is God without any possibility of any kind of change.  It is that whereby 
God is always the same as he ever was.  Things may be said to changeable in various respects 
and all these respects are to be removed from our conceptions of God.  Changeable things are 
changeable either in outward or inward respects, i.e. extrinsically or intrinsically. 

1.  Extrinsically.  And here the changes most easily observed are either in 
relation to time or place.  Those things which have time passing over them are changed, for 
time itself makes an outward change in them and a motion from place to place is an external 
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change.  Neither of these can be used to describe God and therefore if we think in terms of 
time, God is eternal and if we think in terms of place, God is infinite.  These belong to the 
attribute which we have discussed. 

2.  Intrinsically.  This refers back to the Being and the essential 
perfections of the thing, in which it is more properly said to change.  These are the things on 
which this attribute is peculiarly predicated and which now comes under our consideration. 

1.  Unchangeableness IS God.  This also is one of those 
incommunicable properties which the created beings do not share with God.  It is a title which 
is a prerogative belonging alone to the First Being.  It is a flower in his crown.  Examine all 
secondary beings and see that they are subjects of change, not to mention the creatures here 
on the earth which change faces and habits every day.  Or consider the celestial bodies, the 
heavens and those great lights in it.  Time and change rule them.  Heathen philosophers 
thought them unchangeable as if they were not liable to decay.  But the Scripture contradicts 
them and in this makes it clear that they are not God, as we read in Psalm 102:25, 26 which 
says “Long ago You established the earth, and the heavens are the work of Your hands.  They 
will perish, but You will endure; all of them will wear out like clothing.  You will change them 
like a garment, and they will pass away.”  Absolute unchangeableness cannot be used to 
describe any other being whatsoever.  It pertains to God alone. 

2.  It is God without any possibility.  He not only does not actually 
change but it is impossible that he would change.  It may, in a sense, also be said of the third 
heaven.  Yes, it may be said that they do not actually change even though they have changed 
and have a succession from beginning to the present even though they are constant in their 
nature for they are the same now as they essentially were in the first moment of their creation.  
Yet there is a passive power in them.  They may be marked by the hand of him who made them 
but the same cannot be said of God.  See Psalm 102:27 which says “But You are the same, and 
Your years will never end.”  This attribute is fully asserted in James 1:17 which says “Every 
generous act and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights; with 
Him there is no variation or shadow cast by turning.”  There are two expressions used to 
illustrate his unchangeableness.  First, no variation.  The word is used to express the sun’s 
variation or change in place as every day it passes through the signs of the zodiac.  God is called 
a sun in Psalm 84:11 [For the Lord God is a sun and shield…] but God does not move and never 
varies.  Secondly, no shadow cast by turning.  The first lines of a picture are called its shadow 
and by shadows we understand the smallest appearance or rough draft of such a thing.  The 
word turning also alludes to the sun and either points at the sun’s turning around every day, 
passing from one hemisphere to another and so constantly rolling around the earth.  Or 
changing to his summer and winter heights in the sky.  Sometimes it heads from one season to 
the next and then back again to the first but the Father of Lights has no such turning.  No, not 
even the least resemblance to it but is steadfastly unchangeable. 

Now whatsoever is in God, is God and thus he is all essence.  Yet for our clearer 
understanding of him, we may consider him either as to his being or his faculties.  We may then 
take notice of how he is unchangeable in each of them. 

1.  In his being or essence, he is unchangeable.  In his being 
he is God and from this he argues his own unchangeableness in Malachi 3:6 which says “For I 
am the Lord, I change not… [King James Version]”  To be God and to be changeable is a 
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contradiction.  If the being of God was capable of a change, it must be because he changed 
from not existing to existing.  This means there must be a time when he did not exist, which is 
contradicted by the attribute of being eternal.  This would be inconsistent with his absolute 
being.  The other possibility is that he went from existence to non-existence because he was 
reduced to nothingness, which also cannot stand if he is eternal because eternity is not only 
without beginning but without end.  It implies that he comes either from himself or from some 
other agent.  He cannot come from himself because he wills his own being and glory.  He 
cannot come from another for that requires another being who must be more powerful than 
God is.  We already know that all secondary beings are nothing to him and less than nothing 
and vanity.  It is equally impossible to move from a secondary being to another for it must be 
either one of only a few things.  It must be a more perfect being and that cannot be because 
God is absolutely perfect in his being.  God’s being comprises all kinds of perfections most 
perfectly and eminently.  Or it could be to a more imperfect being and then he would cease to 
be God for to be God and to be imperfect is a contradiction.  Or there could be some alteration 
in some properties or qualities which is also impossible by reason of God’s simplicity for being 
without division into any components, there can be no potential in him of being other than 
what he is.  Change in the essence of a thing implies a passive power but it is contrary to divine 
simplicity to have such a passive power.  His name, “I am what I am”, clearly teaches his 
unchangeableness.  All essential changes are reduced to these headings, either of creation or 
reduction to non-existence or procreation and dissolution or augmentation and diminution or 
alteration of qualities.  Because none of these can touch the First Being, he must therefore 
necessarily be essentially unchangeable. 

2.  In his faculties.  For though the divine simplicity assures 
us that there is no faculty in God which is actually distinct from his essence, yet in our 
conception we must make a distinction.  God is pleased to speak of himself to us as having an 
understanding, a will and affections now because these are all himself.  Thus, this 
unchangeableness s predicated on this and we may see the evidence of it in each of them. 

(1.)  In his understanding.  This is said to be infinite 
as we read in Psalm 147:5.  [Our Lord is great, vast in power; His understanding is infinite.]  And 
so, if this is so it is necessary that he is unchangeable.  There are no degrees in anything which 
is infinite.  It cannot be more for nothing can be greater.  Nor can it be less, for then it would 
not be infinite.  Infiniteness is an absolute perfection, beyond which there is nothing else.  If 
God’s understanding was changeable, it must either be by increasing it or lessening it.  But it 
cannot be either one.  Certainly not by loss, for what can possibly impair that glorious faculty of 
his or blot it out and make him forget those eternal ideas!  Certainly not by increasing it, for 
that must be either by knowledge of more things or a better knowledge of the same things.  But 
it can be by neither for that would refer to himself and his own nature and perfections or to 
other things relating to the creature.  Yet both of these are impossible, for: 

1.  In regards to himself, no changes have 
occurred to his essence.  It is the same as it was.  And how can it be that he who has known 
himself through all eternity would not be thoroughly acquainted with all his perfections.  And if 
his knowledge IS himself as has been proved, how could it ever grasp less than the whole 
latitude of his infinite being? 
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2.  In respect to other things.  The Scripture 
credits him with foreknowledge in Romans 8:29 which says “For those He foreknew…” and in 
Acts 2:23.  [Though He was delivered up according to God’s determined plan and 
foreknowledge, you used lawless people to nail Him to a cross and kill Him.]  This is, in our 
conception, that idea which God had in his vast understanding from eternity of all secondary 
beings and everything concerning them.  This included the whole affair of creation and 
providence from the death of a sparrow, to the number of hairs on our heads.  All this is 
according to which all things unfold in their appointed time and manner without the least 
variation from God’s plan.  This happens so that there is nothing new or a result of chance to 
him.  All things must be as he wills.  His knowledge comprehends all possibilities and covers all 
possibilities which do not happen, nor ever shall happen as well as those which occur at their 
proper time.  His foreknowledge understands his own purposes which divide mere possibilities 
from the future things, for he does all things in agreement with the decision of his will as we 
read in Ephesians 1:11.  [We have also received an inheritance in Him, predestined according to 
the purpose of the One who works out everything in agreement with the decision of His will.]  
So that either he must alter the his intentions or some things must happen differently than he 
planned or his knowledge of them must be chiseled in stone and immoveable, for he is no 
stranger to his own thoughts (Jeremiah 29:11) [For I know the plans I have for you”—this is the 
Lord’s declaration…].  It is impossible that he should be a stranger to his own thoughts, because 
of the created beings’ absolute dependency on him as we read in Acts 17:28 which says “For in 
Him we live and move and exist…”  Nor can it be that he must alter his intentions or some 
things must happen differently than he planned, for: 

(2.)  He is also unchangeable in his will.  The will in 
man is a faculty by which he freely makes his own choices and determines his own actions.  
Accordingly, Scripture assigns a will to God through which he has consulted, resolved and 
decreed all of his works of power and under which are comprised all the things that occur in 
time.  That there is such a will of his and that it has so decreed is fully asserted in God’s word 
and is necessary when we consider his nature.  That this will of his is unchangeable is evident 
not only because the will is himself and differs only in our conceptions in form, not in 
substance, from his essence but if we consider that God is the highest cause by counsel of his 
own actions.  Thus this will of his determines nothing except on a sure and unalterable 
principle.  All the reasons why men alter their purposes at any time are incompatible to him.  As 
an example, that which makes a man change from what he has resolved is either from being 
unstable or under a conviction regarding a thing or under a compulsion.  But there is no 
influence along these lines upon God. 

1.  Not through instability in himself.  That 
which makes a man blow hot and cold for a thing and presently decide against it is a fluctuating 
and unstable mind.  This proceeds in part from a great deal of ignorance and in part from the 
heart being easily moved in opposite directions but neither of these characteristics can be 
imputed to God.  The irresolute man does not know his own mind but God does know his own 
mind as we read in Jeremiah 29:11 which says “For I know the plans I have for you”—this is the 
Lord’s declaration…” 

2.  Not the conviction of anything that he 
did not foresee which would give him reason to change his mind.  For God had at one glance 
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the insight into all that was of concern in the matter.  His purposes were the most worthy to be 
chosen, his means were the most wise.  Nothing unexpected was thrown at him.  There was no 
oversight or error in anything.  There is no intervening accident that can alter the reasons which 
he did not understand and take into account when he made his decision. 

3.  Not by compulsion.  He is not so weak 
that he cannot bring about what his will has decreed.  He can never be forced to take new 
measures because he is unable to carry his plans through, for he can do anything.  He always 
does what pleases him as we read in Psalm 115:3 which says “Our God is in heaven and does 
whatever He pleases.”  As he is not dependent on any instrument to fulfill his purposes, so 
much less can he forced or obstructed in anything which he intends to do.  See Isaiah 14:27 
which says “The Lord of Hosts Himself has planned it; therefore, who can stand in its way?  It is 
His hand that is outstretched, so who can turn it back?” 

3.  In his affections.  God is pleased to take for himself 
affections such as love, hate, desire, loathing, delight, anger, etc.  These also in so far as we 
conceive them to belong to God are unchangeable.  For this reason we find that God cannot 
repent I(see Numbers 23:19 [God is not a man who lies, or a son of man who changes His mind.  
Does He speak and not act, or promise and not fulfill?]) as we read in I Samuel 15:29 which says 
“Furthermore, the Eternal One of Israel does not lie or change His mind, for He is not man who 
changes his mind.”  Now as a property of speech, repentance indicates a change of the 
affections.  Thus, when the Messiah loves a person, he loves to the end.  Rational affections are 
a positioning of the will toward an object.  Affections in God are nothing else but the 
relationship of his decreeing will to the created being.  And, because his will is unalterable, 
therefore his affections do not change.  Nor does this unchangeableness in God’s will destroy 
the freedom or liberty of his will.  It is no contradiction to say that God is free to do as he wills 
and yet is unchangeable in his decrees, for God willed all these things from eternity because it 
completely pleased him.  Having so willed, he can never then be dissatisfied with his own will 
because the reasons upon which he so willed stand forever.  He is therefore said to be of one 
mind as we read in Job 23:13.  [But He is unchangeable; who can oppose Him?  He does what 
He desires.]  Nor can one argue that there is a change in God’s will because he commends one 
thing and proposes another.  His command says what should be and his purpose says what shall
be.  That God willed the act of Adam’s eating of the forbidden fruit and that God willed it to be 
Adam’s duty not to eat that fruit do not show two wills for both of these are simultaneous 
means to the same end.  Whereas God seems to promise and not perform, to threaten and not 
to execute, we see that this does not provide an argument that he is changeable.  He himself 
gives us a clue through this labyrinth in Jeremiah 18:7-11 which says “At one moment I might 
announce concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will uproot, tear down, and destroy it.  
However, if that nation I have made an announcement about turns from its evil, I will relent 
concerning the disaster I had planned to do to it.  At another time I announce that I will build 
and plant a nation or a kingdom.  However, if it does what is evil in My sight by not listening to 
My voice, I will relent concerning the good I had said I would do to it.  So now, say to the men of 
Judah and to the residents of Jerusalem: This is what the Lord says: I am about to bring harm to 
you and make plans against you. Turn now, each from your evil way, and correct your ways and 
your deeds.”  God distributes his absolute purposes to his created beings under promises and 
threats based on conditions.  Finally, when in Scripture God is said to repent, it is a statement 
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accommodated to human language.  It intends to convey only a change in his providences and 
not in his will, that is to say a change in the created being and not in God.  He decreed 
unchangeably all the changes which go over the world and this tells us that an unchangeable 
God can, without any alteration in himself, bring about all the changes in fortune that pass onto 
the changeable created being.  When men alter how they carry themselves, it is because they 
actually do repent.  For this reason we describe God as repenting when he does this, even 
though he continues to do that which he eternally intended to do. 

USE 1:  this shows us what a glorious object God is for the souls of men to firmly rely upon and 
what happiness it is for anyone to have this God for their own possession.  What a vast 
difference between God and the created being in point of trust!  The very first reason which the 
wise man gives as to why the created being is a foolish object and not to be relied upon is 
because created beings are so changeable.  See Ecclesiastes 1:4.  [A generation goes and a 
generation comes, but the earth remains forever.]  This disparages the best of anything you can 
name.  If we confide in riches, they fly away on eagle’s wings.  If we confide in honors, they turn 
into a slippery place.  IF we confide in pleasure, then that which is a delight today is tiresome 
tomorrow.  If we confide in friendship, then friends love us or hate at every turn.  But God is the 
same forever and unchangeable.  His other attributes will tell us how great a possession he is 
and how full of good he is.  All this added together says that he is a safe possession.  There is no 
danger when we trust in him.  None ever did so and was put to shame.  Many have come away 
from other objects with shame but none ever came so from him. 

USE 2:  Thus it is necessarily a fearful thing to fall under the wrath of this God.  This attribute 
speaks sadly to all of those who neglect to turn this time under his grace to their profit and 
reach out to pull the day of his vengeance onto their own heads.  Woe to them that risk this 
hazard.  God instructs us to consider this attribute in addition to his threats and promises.  See 
I Samuel 15:29.  [Furthermore, the Eternal One of Israel does not lie or change His mind, for He 
is not man who changes his mind.]  God has resolved that all such persons shall perish and he 
will never regret his decision.  Prayers, tears, entreaties and intercessions will not profit them 
or move him at all.  He is unrelenting.  The plagues inflicted on impenitent sinners must 
necessarily be everlasting. 

USE 3:  We see here the basis of the perseverance of the saints or the reason why God’s people 
can never fall from grace or lose the claim to glory given to them in the New Covenant.  It is 
because the unchangeable God has worked on their behalf and stands engaged to act for them.  
His unchangeable love is set upon them.  His unchangeable word is passed on to them.  His sure 
and steadfast covenant is pledged to them.  They are created beings and so are changeable.  
Their grace in itself might cease and their resolutions alter but his unwavering assistance can 
never fail.  He has said that he will never leave or abandon them.  There might be good reasons 
for him to do so but there is this reason in his nature which forbids him; he has sworn faithfully 
and he cannot break his word.  (Malachi 3:6)  [Because I, [the Lord], have not changed, you 
descendants of Jacob have not been destroyed.]  If they do not believe, yet still he is faithful.  If 
they do not pray, yet he cannot forget them.  Until it can be proven that God is changeable, it 
will never be proved that a believer can fall away so far that he will lose his inheritance. 
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USE 4:  Let this then be the encouragement of God’s people in a world of change; live upon this 
attribute.  It is enough to keep up your spirits and strengthen you with patience to run that 
weary and difficult race that you are called to.  It is true, you meet with many changes among 
fellow creatures.  Yes, there is nothing here except that which is changeable.  You are tossed up 
and down from one change to another; changes of estates, changes of affections, changes of 
troubles, changes in everything.  If here were all in which you had to place your trust, you 
would be very unhappy.  But do not become exhausted or weary for in all this you have an 
unchangeable God to stand by you.  Get your faith well established on this attribute.  Believe 
God to be just such a being.  One great reason why God’s people are in such turmoil and are 
tossed back and forth in their minds, not being able to settle as they ought to in their faith in 
God is because they see everything else rolling about in misfortunes and suspect that God will 
too.  Habakkuk’s triumphant faith was built upon this attribute which caused him to exclaim in 
chapter 3:17 and 18, “Though the fig tree does not bud and there is no fruit on the vines, 
though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen 
and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will triumph in [the Lord]; I will rejoice in the God of my 
salvation!”  And could you say the same even though the seas roar and the waves rise and roll 
and the mountains themselves come tumbling down?  Yet the rock on which you are built is 
immovable.  You may sit still, clap your hands and say that this God is our God forever and he 
will be our guide even to death and our possession in eternity. 
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