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Lesson 23 

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. 

3. HOLINESS 

The next of the divine virtues expressed is his holiness.  This is one of those attributes 
which is gloriously displayed in the results of his power to work.  It is also one of the attributes 
which are communicable perfections because there is the image of it in the angels and saints 
but it belongs to God in its origin and in him surpasses all others.  Therefore here we may 
enquire: 1. Into the nature of this attribute, 2. In what singular respects it belongs to him and 3. 
Where can the displays of holiness be best observed. 

1.  Take this as a description of holiness:  It is God committed to himself and his own 
glory as his ultimate purpose.  Holiness in the largest sense may serve to show God as 
absolutely perfect in his being.  In this respect it contains within itself all the attributes as if they 
were under it but looking on it as a separate and distinct perfection, it speaks in respect of 
divine purity.  God’s holiness may be considered wither as a part of his essence, in which regard 
it is his spotless glory and thus he is said to be glorious in holiness as we see in Exodus 15:11 
[Lord, who is like You among the gods?  Who is like You, glorious in holiness, revered with 
praises, performing wonders?] or as it is relative to the works of his power and in this it is 
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included in the description in Question 4.  There are two things to which holiness is opposed to 
in Scripture and these will give us some light to understand it. 

1.  To thing which are unclean.  Thus the prophet when he had but a glimpse of 
this perfection, immediately cries out that he and his people are unclean as we read in 
Isaiah 6:3, 5 which says “And one called to another: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts;  His 
glory fills the whole earth.… Then I said:  Woe is me for I am ruined because I am a man of 
unclean lips and live among a people of unclean lips, and because my eyes have seen the King, 
the Lord of Hosts.”  The priests were forbidden to touch any unclean thing because they were 
holy.  This in a moral sense tells us that sin and holiness are direct opposites.  God’s holiness is  
a negative in his being, because he has an absolute absence of sin.  Now the most 
comprehensive idea of sin in a creature is that it carries him to some other end or purpose than 
God and his glory.  In other words, that is its impurity. 

2.  To things that are common.  Therefore things were made holy by 
consecration which was done by separating them from common things and dedicating them to 
divine use.  In this way the tabernacle, the Temple and their utensils, the priests, Levites and 
yes, the people of Israel were made holy and called holy because they were made particular to 
God.  Thus we have the title “a holy nation” in I Peter 2:9 [But you are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, a people for His possession, so that you may proclaim the praises of 
the One who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light.].  So, the more solemnly any 
person or thing were devoted to God and the further separated from any other purpose or use, 
the more holy they were accounted.  Thus we have some glimpse into the holiness of God.  In 
the description observe two things: 

1.  It is God committed to himself and his own glory.  He has, as it were, 
separated himself from all inferior purposes and devoted himself to use his own glory for 
himself, i.e. to look after and see to the advancement of it.  We have God himself expressing his 
holiness in this way in Isaiah 42:8 which says “I am [Adonai], that is My name; I will not give My 
glory to another or My praise to idols.”  It is the creature’s holiness to be for the use of God 
because it is of him as we read in Romans 11:36 which says “For from Him and through Him and 
to Him are all things.  To Him be the glory forever. Amen.”  It is God’s, to be for himself because 
he is of himself and from no other.  And this is that which he stands committed to, i.e. in all his 
works of power, he aims at it and is resolved to move it forward.  See Proverbs 16:4 which says 
“The Lord has prepared everything for His purpose—even the wicked for the day of disaster.”  
(Revelation 4:11 [Our Lord and God, You are worthy to receive glory and honor and power, 
because You have created all things, and because of Your will they exist and were created.] and 
Ezekiel 28:22 [You are to say: This is what the Lord God says: Look! I am against you, Sidon, and 
I will display My glory within you.  They will know that I am Yahweh when I execute judgments 
against her and demonstrate My holiness through her.])  All that he does is done for his great 
name’s sake so that he may display his wonderous perfections and declare that he alone is God. 

2.  By this he makes himself his own ultimate purpose.  That to which one 
commits oneself is his purpose or end and that at which he ultimately aims is his last or 
ultimate end.  Holiness is an arranging to seek the advancement of the most excellent end as 
the final end and to have no other purpose in coordination with it but to subordinate all other 
purposes to the final end.  The last good is deservedly the last end.  Because God is better than 
the creature, he is therefore its purpose.  Because there is none better than God, he is the 
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creature’s final end.  Because he has no equal, God must have no competitor.  Because he 
knows of none better than himself, he must have no other God besides himself.  Therefore God 
is his own last end and you have a sufficient reason for it.  See Isaiah 44:8 which says “Do not be 
startled or afraid.  Have I not told you and declared it long ago?  You are my witnesses!  Is there 
any God but Me?  There is no other Rock; I do not know any.”  Therefore when God through all 
his works promotes his glory which declares himself and makes everything contribute to the 
illustration and exaltation of it, then he appears holy.  See Isaiah 5:16 which says “But the Lord 
of Hosts is exalted by His justice, and the holy God is distinguished by righteousness.”  See also 
Ezekiel 36:23 which says “And I will sanctify my great name, which was profaned among the 
heathen, which ye have profaned in the midst of them; and the heathen shall know that I am 
the Lord, saith the Lord God, when I shall be sanctified in you before their eyes.”  They had 
endeavored to make his name a common thing among the heathen but God would show 
himself to the most excellent one.  God indeed carries on subordinate ends in the world.  He 
manages things in the order in which he himself has placed them and he has a particularly great 
plan in the salvation of his elect but this and all other ends are swallowed up in his own glory 
and this is his holiness. 

2.  In what singular respect holiness belongs to God? 
Answer:  Because the virtues of God are said to be communicable [able to be imparted 

from one to another], i.e. that there is something similar to them to be found in some creatures 
and which have the same name put upon them.  We ought to observe the difference.  We may 
make an example of this using holiness but which may be applied to his wisdom, power, etc.  
Here then… 

1.  In general, God is transcendently or surpassingly holy.  There are none in 
heaven or on earth that are like him in holiness.  Thus we read in I Samuel 2:2 which says 
“There is no one holy like the Lord.  There is no one besides You!  And there is no rock like our 
God.”  For this reason, he is said to be thrice holy in Isaiah 6:3.  [And one called to another: 
Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts; His glory fills the whole earth.]  And to be glorious in his 
holiness in Exodus 15:11.  [Lord, who is like You among the gods?  Who is like You, glorious in 
holiness, revered with praises, performing wonders?]  The greatest purity of the most spotless 
beings in the creation is unholiness compared with his.  See Job 14:18 [appears to be an error] 
and Job 15:15 which says “If God puts no trust in His holy ones and the heavens are not pure in 
His sight…”  But… 

2.  More particularly, observe this difference, 
1.  Holiness is in God, in his nature and his essence, whereas in the 

creature it is but a quality.  We indeed attribute it to him as a quality according to our manner, 
but in reality he does not have qualities.  Whatever is in God IS God.  So that Goad and his 
holiness are one and the same, whereas the creature and its holiness are two distinct things.  
Its essence is one thing and its qualities are another.  Thus it is attributed to God in the abstract 
but to the creatures, in the concrete.  They are said to be holy but never to be holiness.  Thus 
we read in Psalm 89:35, “Once and for all I have sworn an oath by My holiness; I will not lie to 
David.”   

2.  The divine properties belong to this attribute in him which puts an 
inconceivable difference between him and the creature’s sanctity because what God is in his 
being is what he is in all his perfections which are his being.  Here then: 
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1.  God’s holiness is infinite and the creature’s is finite.  Among 
the creatures are some that have more than others but even he that has the most holiness has 
only a meager amount compared to God.  Angels who exist among the secondary beings excel 
in holiness as in other perfections.  How often they are called holy ones!  But alas, when they 
come into God’s holy presence, they veil and cover their faces and feet as if they were ashamed 
of themselves.  They glorify God with their whole might but still not as much as he deserves.  It 
is an infinite, unmeasurable sanctity which God possesses for he loves himself with an infinite 
love and is therefore called Love itself as we read in I John 4:8.  [The one who does not love 
does not know God, because God is love.]  His holiness cannot be better expressed than in his 
love for himself with the most discerning of love and loving other things for himself. 

2. It is eternal.  He is the eternal God and he never lacked 
holiness.  It is impossible that God should exist and not be holy, whereas creatures at some 
point did not exist, then there was a time at which they came into being and they could not be 
holy before they existed.  There is a vast disproportion between that which is eternal and that 
which is temporary.  God’s holiness which has no beginning can have no end.  The creatures 
which did not exist may cease to exist.  Some indeed shall never actually cease to exist but the 
possibility that they could cease to exist is real.  Thus,  

3.  God is unchangeably holy.  He cannot lose his holiness but the 
creature may part ways with its purity.  God’s holiness, being himself, is inseparable from him 
but the creature’s, being a quality, may be separated from the creature’s being and the 
creature continue to exist.  There are some natural qualities of things which are such a part of 
the thing that the removal of them destroys their very being but all the moral perfections in a 
creature may be lost.  A grievous example of this are the fallen angels and men who have 
become entirely corrupt and defiled by sin and it is because of this it is said that only God is 
holy.  See Revelations 15:4 which says “Lord, who will not fear and glorify Your name?  Because 
You alone are holy…” 

3.  God is holy as an origin but the creatures’ holiness is derived from God’s.  His 
holiness is the prototype and theirs is the copy.  His is the substance and theirs is only the 
image or the shadow.  His is the fountainhead but theirs is but small drops or rivulets that issue 
from it.  All the holiness that is in all the creatures is borrowed from God.  He has his holiness in 
and of himself and they have theirs of and from his.  Man became holy by God putting his 
image upon them.  See Genesis 1:26 which says, “Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our 
image, according to Our likeness. They will rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the 
livestock, all the earth, and the creatures that crawl on the earth.””  Man owes his holiness to 
God, whereas God owes his holiness to no one.  Thus we read in Romans 11:35, which says “Or 
who has ever first given to Him, and has to be repaid?” 

4.  Thus God’s holiness is above all degrees of measurement, whereas the 
creature’s holiness can be measured.  God is full, perfect, can receive no addition or increase 
and it is impossible for him to be more holy than he is but secondary beings are capable of 
more holiness.  At the very least, they are contained in boundaries and levels of holiness.  Put 
all the holiness of angels, saints and the third heaven together and in its entirety, it cannot 
make up one like God.  None of them are pure in his sight.  Though the holiness of the angels is 
sinless, yet I do not know why it does not grow.  If they increase in knowledge, they may 
increase in love. 
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3.  Wherein may the displays of this attribute be more particularly observed? 
ANSWER:  It is certain that holiness runs through all God’s works.  See Psalm 145:17 which says 
“The Lord is righteous in all his ways, and holy in all his works.” [King James Version]  But there 
are some more specific points in which it shines out like a spotlight to us.  There are dark 
situations that puzzle the godly and are hellish to wicked men.  God will one day vindicate the 
holiness of these situations and it will confuse those ungodly people who thought that God was 
completely like them but there are other things in which his holiness is marked as if in capital 
letters.  These things may be reduced to four headings. 

1.  God’s holiness appears in the image which he stamped on reasoning 
creatures and the law which he gave them.  I put these two together because in the one they 
were fitted for their end and in the other they were appointed to their end.  When God wanted 
to make a creature like himself and imprint his image on it, he made it holy.  See Ephesians 4:24 
which says “And that ye put on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and 
true holiness.” {King James Version] […you put on the new self, the one created according to 
God’s likeness in righteousness and purity of the truth. HCSB]  There was no perfection in which 
he could be better represented than in holiness and what else was that Rule of Government 
which he gave to man by which man could regulate himself in his dealings with others but a 
Rule of Holiness?  This is the high praise which Paul gives the Law in Romans 7:12 which says 
“So then, the law is holy…”  It was a Rule of glorifying God, of loving him with our best love and 
loving our neighbor for God’s sake as we see in Matthew 22:37-40.  [He said to him, “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the greatest 
and most important command.  The second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.  All the 
Law and the Prophets depend on these two commands.”]  God gave further testimony to this 
attribute in the sanctions which he put to this Law in that he promised blessings to man on the 
condition that he lived in perfect conformity to this Law which consisted in a life of holiness.  He 
attached no less a reward than eternal happiness to it and he threatened man with death if he 
broke the Law.  If he came short of holiness, he would die.  What greater testimony could God 
give to the creature that he loved holiness and hated iniquity? 

2.  In the displeasure which he reveals in lovingkindness towards sin and 
unholiness.  In this he reveals how contrary it is to his nature; the infinite distance between 
himself and all those oppose his glory and that he will have no companionship or fellowship 
with any such as them.  He will not admit them in any close relationship with himself.  See 
Psalm 94:20 which says “Can a corrupt throne— one that creates trouble by law— become 
Your ally?”  He remains in an everlasting harmony set apart from the world with those who join 
with him in his purposes as we read in Proverbs 8:17.  [I love those who love me, and those who 
search for me find me.]  Holy men are men after his heart as we read in Acts 13:22.  [After 
removing him, He raised up David as their king and testified about him: ‘I have found David the 
son of Jesse, a man loyal to Me, who will carry out all My will.’]  But God cannot endure those 
who set themselves to cross God in his purposes and that turn aside from his great and holy 
law, nor will he defile himself by having anything to do with them.  He cannot bring himself 
even to look on them as we read in Habakkuk 1:13 which says “Your eyes are too pure to look 
on evil, and You cannot tolerate wrongdoing.”  (See also Psalm 5:4, 5)  [For You are not a God 
who delights in wickedness; evil cannot dwell with You.  The boastful cannot stand in Your 
presence; You hate all evildoers.]  He shows his holiness conspicuously in that he executes such 
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amazing judgements upon impure and obstinate sinners.  The Psalmist says in Psalm 9:16 “The 
Lord has revealed Himself; He has executed justice, striking down[a] the wicked by the work of 
their hands. Higgaion. Selah”  Therefore, let all the world strongly consider this.  How else is 
God known but in his holiness?  When man, who was made righteous and was an intimate 
friend of God, fell from his moral integrity, God turned him out of Paradise and cursed him.  Sin 
therefore is said to separate God and man as we read in Isaiah 59:2.  [But your iniquities have 
built barriers between you and your God, and your sins have made Him hide His face from you 
so that He does not listen.]  When proud Pharaoh attempted to jockey for position with God 
and set himself in opposition to God, what fearful plagues and astonishing ruin did he bring 
upon himself!  Moses acknowledges that God determined to show himself glorious in holiness 
through this as we read in Exodus 15:11.  [Lord, who is like You among the gods?  Who is like 
You, glorious in holiness, revered with praises, performing wonders?]  When God thus comes to 
reclaim his glory from his insolent enemies, he tells the world that his is a holy God. 

3.  In the method of man’s redemption by the Messiah.  When God wanted to 
exalt his mercy in the recovery of a group of sinners who had sinned and fallen short of God’s 
glory from the misery into which they were fallen, rather than do it in any such way that would 
in the least reflect on his spotless purity or give the world any ground to suspect that he would 
look with any kindness on sin, he gave his own son for a ransom.  He punished sin through his 
son without any mercy for sin and made him to bear the whole weight of wrath that was due to 
those he died to save.  When therefore the Son of God was suffering the terrible forsaking of 
his Father and the harshness of his anger toward sin, which the Son undertook to pay the debt 
for, he then takes notice of and acknowledges his holiness as we read in Psalm 22:3 which says 
“But You are holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel.”  Justice did indeed execute our dear 
Savior, but it was holiness that hid God’s face from him and applied his justice. 

4.  In qualifying those who would come to believe for eternal glory.  Though he 
has loved them with an everlasting love and appointed them to be heirs of the kingdom before 
the foundations of the world, yet he does not bring them to it until they are prepared for it by 
holiness.  Therefore he gives them the assurance in the Gospel that without it  they shall never 
come into his presence as we read in Hebrews 12:14 which says “Pursue peace with everyone, 
and holiness—without it no one will see the Lord.”  He therefore sanctifies them through and 
through, in soul, body and spirit, in order to save them.  The Messiah by his spirit thus makes 
them fit to be presented to himself in glory by taking away every spot, wrinkle and blemish.  He 
has confirmed to us that nothing that defiles shall ever enter into the holy place. 

USE 1:  We thus learn the miserable state of sinners.  The holiness of God is a mirror in which all 
ungodly men may read their doom.  Oh, those of you that live and wallow in sin consider this!  
Consider who God is and that you must deal with him eventually.  Tell me what hopes you have 
to escape his infinite wrath!  Does his holiness bind him as an oath to stand up for his own 
glory?  Shall such vile creatures who do nothing but dishonor him hope to avoid feeling the 
heavy hand of his hot displeasure?  It is the sinner that sets himself against God.  Sin is the thing 
that dishonors God, that tramples on his glory and will God stand by as if he were 
unconcerned?  Will he always keep silent?  Those who think so do not believe this attribute of 
his. Sinners, know that you will have to deal with a holy God, one that hates sin irreconcilably, 
one that will not lose the smallest portion of his glory even if he must destroy the entire world 
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that sets itself against him.  Then remember that his wisdom and his power, which are equally 
infinite, eternal and unchangeable, are pledged to uphold his holiness and will vigorously exert 
themselves in the destruction of all those who are its enemies.  Tell me now how you shall 
escape and how you shall endure?  Is it not a fearful thing to fall into the hands of that God 
whose holiness will cause his fury to rise and call to action the other attributes to work together 
for your destruction?  Think about this and let it drive you to repentance and make sin an evil 
and bitter thing to you. 

USE 2:  Learn thus a sufficient reason for all the judgements which God brings upon any places 
or people.  It should point us and call us to adore God in his holiness.  When a whole world is 
drowned because of its wickedness is overflowing or Sodom is burned from heaven with fire; 
yes, when Jerusalem is laid in ashes and all this is to display God’s holiness!  Therefore when we 
see the hand of God working against a people who profess to follow him and his judgements 
against them are awful and men cry out “What is the meaning for the heat of his great anger?”, 
look and ask if these people have not opposed God’s great purposes or if by sin they have 
greatly dishonored him.  Do not wonder then that if they will not glorify God, then he will do it 
himself. 

USE 3:  It tells us what to think of those who mock his holiness.  Is there not a generation of 
men living among us what scoff at the conscientious care of God’s people to abstain from sin 
and live in the constant exercise of holiness in all manner of human relations?  Are there not 
those who laugh at fasting and prayers?  Who ridicule those who are cautious of swearing, 
filthy communications and profaning God’s name and his day?  It is certain that these are 
impure, filthy creatures and are necessarily the enemies of a holy God.  They must expect his 
holiness to fall upon them and consume them. 

USE 4:  This tells those who want holiness where to go in order to find it.  Know that without it 
you are miserable.  Do you find yourselves impure, and cry out of your uncleanness asking 
where you may go to be made holy?  Remember, God is not only holy in himself but he is a 
fountain of it to all those who want it and he has in the Messiah opened this spring of water in 
his decrees as we read in Zechariah 13:1 which says “On that day a fountain will be opened for 
the house of David and for the residents of Jerusalem, to wash away sin and impurity.”  If you 
carry your unholy hearts to him, he has set up a divine service, his Holy Spirit, who is the 
dispenser of this grace which can restore this image to you.  He will change you until you 
conform to the holiness of God, making you fit to live with God in that holy place into which no 
unholy thing shall enter, where holiness grown perfect shall be crowned with everlasting 
blessedness. 
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