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The 1689 Confession of Faith; Chapter 2 – “Of God and the Holy Trinity”,  
Message # 4  – “God’s Essence Incomprehensible”, Presented in the Adult Sunday 

School Class by Pastor Paul Rendall on August 28th, 2016. 
 
 

Proverbs 25: 2 – “It is the glory of God to conceal a matter, but the glory of kings is to search out a 
matter.” 
 
It pertains to God’s great glory to conceal certain things that He does; and the reasons why He conceals 
them, from the prying judgmental minds of men.  But it is the glory of kings; those men in authority over 
nations, for them to search out the matter.  What is concealed may be by God revealed if He sees that it 
will truly benefit His creature man, and bring glory to Himself.  Therefore, it is good for Christians who 
are kings and priests to our God, to search out the things which at first may be concealed.   
 
Deuteronomy 29: 29 – “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but those things which are 
revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.”   
 
There are some things, yea perhaps a good many things, that belong to God, which He does not choose to 
reveal to men.  But the spiritual truths, principles, promises, and precepts, are things revealed, and they 
do belong to us in order that we might know God better and learn better his preceptive will and believe 
that His providential will is for our good.  We learn what is revealed in the written word of God in order 
that we might come to do what it says.  
 
The Westminster Shorter Catechism states in Question 4 – “What is God?”  “God is a Spirit, 
infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.” 
 
Question 5 states:  Are there more Gods than one ? 
Answer: There is but One only, the living and true God. 
 
Chapter 2 – Of God and the Holy Trinity, Paragraph 1 -  
The Lord our God is but (a)one only living and true God; whose (b)subsistence is in and of Himself, 
(c)infinite in being and perfection; whose essence cannot be comprehended by any but Himself; (d)a 
most pure spirit, (e) invisible, without body, parts, or passions, who only hath immortality, dwelling in 
the light which no man can approach unto; who is (f)immutable, (g)immense, (h)eternal, 
incomprehensible, (i)almighty, every way infinite, (k)most holy, most wise, most free, most absolute; 
(l)working all things according to the counsel of his own immutable and most righteous will, (m)for his 
own glory; most loving, gracious, merciful, long-suffering, abundant in goodness and truth, forgiving 
iniquity, transgression, and sin; (n)the rewarder of them that diligently seek him, and withal most just 
(o)and terrible in his judgments, (p)hating all sin, and who will by no means clear the (q)guilty.  
(Highlighted parts were added by the Framers of the 1689 Confession) 
 
a 1st Corinthians 8: 4 and 6; Deuteronomy 6: 4; b Jeremiah 10: 10; Isa 48: 12; c Exodus 3: 14; d John 4: 
24; e 1st Timothy 1: 17; Deut. 4: 15-16; f Malachi 3:6; g 1st Kings 8: 27; Jeremiah 23: 23; h Psalm 90: 2; j 
Genesis 17: 1; k Isa 6: 3; l Psalm 115: 3; Isa 46: 10; m Pro 16: 4; Rom 11: 36; n Exodus 34: 6-7; Hebrews 
11:6; o Nehemiah 9: 32-33; p Psalm 5: 5-6; q Exodus 34:7; Nahum 1: 2-3 
 
In our past few studies we have seen that God is the only true and living God whose subsistence (His 
being, His life, His existence) is from Himself.  We have seen that God is independent of His creation 
(that is, He is transcendent; above and outside of it.  And yet He is also immanent. (That is, He is present 
to, and active within His creation)  He is a God who is near and not far away from any of us if we will seek 
Him in accordance with the truth of the gospel and the Bible which is the word of God.  Last Sunday we 
studied the idea that God is infinite in all of His Being and attributes; without limits in His knowledge, 
wisdom and power.  Infinite also His holiness and goodness, He is perfect is He in all of His Being and all 
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of His works.  Now, today, I would like you to consider with me the truth that God’s essence, His essential 
Being, cannot be comprehended by any but Himself.    
 
1st – The Incomprehensibility of God’s Essence is a very important truth for us to believe, 
as we are living in a time where people would like God to be like them.  
 
They would like to have a loving accommodating God who will approve of sin and not be a righteous 
Judge over all the earth.  They would like to bring God down to their own level, and they think that just 
because man was created in the image and likeness of God, that somehow, man should be able to think of 
God as His equal; someone whom isn’t infinite in His understanding or Almighty in His power; someone 
who is open to new ideas, and who hasn’t ordained all things after the counsel of His own will.  Many 
think that they can create God in their own image and likeness and that their own understanding is on a 
par with the One who made them.  These ideas are blasphemous to say the least, and they are insulting to 
our great and wise and holy God. A person who blasphemes God is blaming and reproaching God for 
something which is not true of God, and this blaming is often done in an irreverent manner.  Blasphemy 
is to speak evil of God, or to misrepresent His divine perfections, and denigrate His perfect work.  
Blasphemy is what comes from the lips of men towards God when they do not believe that God is 
incomprehensible. Instead, they think that they understand Him very well when they do not.   
 
On the other hand, an integral part of worshiping the only true and living God is our believing that we 
cannot comprehend Him, and that it is because we believe that His understanding and wisdom are 
infinite, we worship and adore what we cannot understand.  And then we humbly attempt to learn what 
we need to correct in our life through repentance and coming to worship God in spirit and truth.   
 
Psalm 50: 16-23 – “But to the wicked God says: “What right have you to declare My statutes, Or take 
My covenant in your mouth, Seeing you hate instruction And cast My words behind you?”  “When you 
saw a thief, you consented with him, And have been a partaker with adulterers.”  “You give your mouth to 
evil, And your tongue frames deceit.”  “You sit and speak against your brother; You slander your own 
mother’s son.”  “These things you have done, and I kept silent; You thought that I was altogether like you; 
But I will rebuke you, And set them in order before your eyes.” “Now consider this, you who forget God, 
Lest I tear you in pieces, And there be none to deliver: Whoever offers praise glorifies Me; And to him 
who orders his conduct aright I will show the salvation of God.” 
 
2nd – The Incomprehensibility of God’s Essence teaches us that we are to learn of Him; not 
that we have anything to prove to Him, or to teach Him. 
 
Job 37: 19 – 38: 4 – “Teach us what we should say to Him, for we can prepare nothing because of the 
darkness.”  “Should He be told that I wish to speak?”  “If a man were to speak, surely he would be 
swallowed up.”  “Even now men cannot look at the light when it is bright in the skies, when the wind has 
passed and cleared them”  “He comes from the north as golden splendor; with God is awesome majesty.”  
“As for the Almighty, we cannot find Him; He is excellent power, in judgment and abundant in justice; 
He does not oppress.”  “Therefore men fear Him; He shows no partiality to any who are wise of heart.”  
“Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said: ‘Who is this who darkens counsel by words 
without knowledge?”  “Now prepare yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer Me.”  
“Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?”  “Tell Me, if you have understanding?”    
 
Job 42: 1-6 – “Then Job answered the Lord and said: ‘I know that You can do everything, and that no 
purpose of Yours can be withheld from You.”  “You asked, ‘Who is this who hides counsel without 
knowledge?”  “Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I 
did not know.”  “Listen please, and let me speak; You said, ‘I will question you, and you shall answer Me.”  
“I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You.”  “Therefore I abhor myself, and 
repent in dust and ashes.”   
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Job 37: 1-5 – “At this also my heart trembles, and leaps from its place.”  “Hear attentively the thunder of 
His voice, and the rumbling that comes from His mouth.”  “He sends it forth under the whole heaven, His 
lightning to the ends of the earth.”  “After it a voice roars; He thunders with His majestic voice, and He 
does not restrain them when His voice is heard.”  “God thunders with His majestic voice; He does great 
things which we cannot comprehend.” 
 
 
John 1: 1-5 and 9 – “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God.”  “He was in the beginning with God.”  “All things were made through Him, and without Him 
nothing was made that was made.”  “In Him was life, and the life was the light of men.”  “And the light 
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it.”  “That was the true Light which gives 
light to every man who comes into the world.”   
 
Thomas Aquinas – (Treatise on Sacred Doctrine: How God is known by Us)  It is impossible for any created intellect 
to comprehend God; yet “for the mind to attain to God in some degree is great beatitude,” as Augustine says (De 
Verb. Dim., Serm. xxxvii). 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(6) —Eternal life consists in the vision of God, according to John 17: 3: “This is eternal life, that they 
may know Thee the only true God,” etc.  Therefore if all saw the essence of God equally in eternal life, all would be 
equal; the contrary to which is declared by the Apostle: “Star differs from star in glory” (1 Corinthians 15:41). 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(6) — I answer that, Of those who see the essence of God, one sees Him more perfectly than another. 
This, indeed, does not take place as if one had a more perfect similitude of God than another, since that vision will 
not spring from any similitude; but it will take place because one intellect will have a greater power or faculty to see 
God than another. The faculty of seeing God, however, does not belong to the created intellect naturally, but is given 
to it by the light of glory, which establishes the intellect in a kind of “deiformity,” as appears from what is said 
above, in the preceding article. 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(6) — Hence the intellect which has more of the light of glory will see God the more perfectly; and he 
will have a fuller participation of the light of glory who has more charity; because where there is the greater charity, 
there is the more desire; and desire in a certain degree makes the one desiring apt and prepared to receive the 
object desired. Hence he who possesses the more charity, will see God the more perfectly, and will be the more 
beatified. 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(6)-RO(1) — In the words, “We shall see Him as He is,” the conjunction “as” determines the mode of 
vision on the part of the object seen, so that the meaning is, we shall see Him to be as He is, because we shall see His 
existence, which is His essence. But it does not determine the mode of vision on the part of the one seeing; as if the 
meaning was that the mode of seeing God will be as perfect as is the perfect mode of God’s existence. 
 
Thus appears the answer to the Second Objection. For when it is said that one intellect does not understand one and 
the same thing better than another, this would be true if referred to the mode of the thing understood, for whoever 
understands it otherwise than it really is, does not truly understand it, but not if referred to the mode of 
understanding, for the understanding of one is more perfect than the understanding of another. 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(6)-RO(3) — The diversity of seeing will not arise on the part of the object seen, for the same object will 
be presented to all — viz. the essence of God; nor will it arise from the diverse participation of the object seen by 
different similitudes; but it will arise on the part of the diverse faculty of the intellect, not, indeed, the natural 
faculty, but the glorified faculty. 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7) – Whether those who see the essence of God comprehend Him? 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7)-O(1) — It seems that those who see the divine essence, comprehend God. For the Apostle says 
(Philippians 3:12): “But I follow after, if I may by any means comprehend [Douay: ‘apprehend’].”  But the Apostle 
did not follow in vain; for he said (1st Corinthians 9:26): “I . . . so run, not as at an uncertainty.” Therefore he 
comprehended; and in the same way, others also, whom he invites to do the same, saying: “So run that you may 
comprehend.” 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7)-O(2) — Further, Augustine says (De Vid. Deum, Ep. cxlvii): “That is comprehended which is so seen 
as a whole, that nothing of it is hidden from the seer.” But if God is seen in His essence, He is seen whole, and 
nothing of Him is hidden from the seer, since God is simple.  Therefore whoever sees His essence, comprehends 
Him. 
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P(1)-Q(12)-A(7)-O(3) — Further, if we say that He is seen as a “whole,” but not “wholly,” it may be contrarily urged 
that “wholly” refers either to the mode of the seer, or to the mode of the thing seen. But he who sees the essence of 
God, sees Him wholly, if the mode of the thing seen is considered; forasmuch as he sees Him as He is; also, likewise, 
he sees Him wholly if the mode of the seer is meant, forasmuch as the intellect will with its full power see the Divine 
essence. Therefore all who see the essence of God see Him wholly; therefore they comprehend Him. 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7) — On the contrary, It is written: “O most mighty, great, and powerful, the Lord of hosts is Thy 
Name.  Great in counsel, and incomprehensible in thought.” (Jeremiah 32:18,19).  Therefore He cannot be 
comprehended. 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7) — I answer that, It is impossible for any created intellect 
to comprehend God; yet “for the mind to attain to God in some degree is 
great beatitude,” as Augustine says (De Verb. Dim., Serm. xxxvii). 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7) — “In proof of this we must consider that what is comprehended is perfectly known; and that is 
perfectly known which is known so far as it can be known. Thus, if anything which is capable of scientific 
demonstration is held only by an opinion resting on a probably proof, it is not comprehended; as, for instance, if 
anyone knows by scientific demonstration that a triangle has three angles equal to two right angles, he 
comprehends that truth; whereas if anyone accepts it as a probable opinion because wise men or most men teach it, 
he cannot be said to comprehend the thing itself, because he does not attain to that perfect mode of knowledge of 
which it is intrinsically capable. But no created intellect can attain to that perfect mode of the knowledge of the 
Divine intellect whereof it is intrinsically capable. Which thus appears — Everything is knowable according to its 
actuality. But God, whose being is infinite, as was shown above (Q(7)) is infinitely knowable. Now no created 
intellect can know God infinitely. For the created intellect knows the Divine essence more or less perfectly in 
proportion as it receives a greater or lesser light of glory. Since therefore the created light of glory received into any 
created intellect cannot be infinite, it is clearly impossible for any created intellect to know God in an infinite 
degree. Hence it is impossible that it should comprehend God.” 
 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7)-RO(2) – “Comprehension” is twofold: in one sense it is taken strictly and properly, according as 
something is included in the one comprehending; and thus in no way is God comprehended either by intellect, or in 
any other way; forasmuch as He is infinite and cannot be included in any finite being; so that no finite being can 
contain Him infinitely, in the degree of His own infinity. In this sense we now take comprehension. But in another 
sense “comprehension” is taken more largely as opposed to “non-attainment”; for he who attains to anyone is said 
to comprehend him when he attains to him.  And in this sense God is comprehended by the blessed, according to 
the words, “I held him, and I will not let him go” (Cant 3:4); in this sense also are to be understood the words 
quoted from the Apostle concerning comprehension. And in this way “comprehension” is one of the three 
prerogatives of the soul, responding to hope, as vision responds to faith, and fruition responds to charity. For even 
among ourselves not everything seen is held or possessed, forasmuch as things either appear sometimes afar off, or 
they are not in our power of attainment. Neither, again, do we always enjoy what we possess; either because we find 
no pleasure in them, or because such things are not the ultimate end of our desire, so as to satisfy and quell it. But 
the blessed possess these three things in God; because they see Him, and in seeing Him, possess Him as present, 
having the power to see Him always; and possessing Him, they enjoy Him as the ultimate fulfilment of desire. 
P(1)-Q(12)-A(7)-RO(2) — God is called incomprehensible not because anything of Him is not seen; but because He 
is not seen as perfectly as He is capable of being seen; thus when any demonstrable proposition is known by 
probable reason only, it does not follow that any part of it is unknown, either the subject, or the predicate, or the 
composition; but that it is not as perfectly known as it is capable of being known. Hence Augustine, in his definition 
of comprehension, says the whole is comprehended when it is seen in such a way that nothing of it is hidden from 
the seer, or when its boundaries can be completely viewed or traced; for the boundaries of a thing are said to be 
completely surveyed when the end of the knowledge of it is attained. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 


