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2—GOD AS ABSOLUTE 
 

Review and Introduction 

“And God said unto Moses, I AM THAT I AM: and he said, Thus shalt 
thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you.  15And 
God said moreover unto Moses, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of 
Israel, The LORD God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob, hath sent me unto you: this is my name for 
ever, and this is my memorial unto all generations.” (Exod. 3:14-15) 

The previous lesson highlighted the importance of studying the doctrine 
of God, namely, that if we get this wrong, we will get everything else in the 
Christian faith wrong.  We are able to know God because He has created us in such 
a way as to know Him and, more importantly, He has revealed Himself to us.  
Biblically understood, God has revealed Himself to us as our sovereign, covenant-
making Lord and that is evident from the very names that God uses for Himself.  
Given this covenantal relationship we have with God, we need to approach Him 
with a right fear of Him that both holds Him in awe and draws us to Him in 
reverence and worship.  In this lesson, we will explore what is meant by the 
absoluteness of God. 

I.  What Do We Mean by “Absolute”? 

Talking about God as “absolute” seems like an abstract philosophical 
claim.  What we are getting at is what is really the most ultimate thing in existence.  
Whatever is absolute is the touchstone for all reality, for how we know that reality, 
and for the morality follows from our understanding of reality.  Without some 
kind of absolute, our experience, our knowledge, and our ethics become subject to 
waves of relativism.  The nineteenth century German philosopher Georg Hegel 
spoke about an Absolute Spirit manifesting itself in the clash of thesis, antithesis, 
and synthesis unfolding progressively through history.  The twentieth-century 
scientist Carl Sagan started his acclaimed book and television series, Cosmos, by 
saying, “The Cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.1” Hegel’s Absolute 
was constantly changing and evolving, while Sagan’s Cosmos was eternal and 
static, but both were ultimately impersonal.  By contrast, in the Christian 
worldview God is the only real Absolute, unchanging in His Being yet absolutely 
Personal, separate from His creation yet intimately interacting with it. 

In the history of Christian thought, Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) 
expressed God’s Absoluteness with great simplicity and profundity, when he 
described God as “That, Greater Than Which Nothing Can Be Conceived.”  
Before becoming the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1093, he was the head (i.e., the 
abbot) of the Abbey of Bec in France, and while there he had been asked by his 

 
1 Carl Sagan, Cosmos (New York NY: Carl Sagan Productions, 1980), 1.  Note that Sagan’s 

formulation of the Cosmos is described in terms that the Bible uses for God. 



2-2 

fellow monks to provide rational reasons for holding the Christian faith.  His first 
effort at this was a work called the Monologion, and in that he argued for the 
existence of a Supreme Nature—which he later identifies as God—through which 
all things have come to exist.  Through a careful but complicated line of reasoning, 
he then tried to show the basis for the attributes of this Supreme Nature including 
His eternity, omnipresence, immutability, and triune personal nature, as well as 
the fact that the ultimate happiness of man is found in relationship with this 
Supreme Nature.  In short, what he tried to do in the work was explain the entire 
doctrine of God on rational grounds alone.  He was nevertheless troubled by the 
complexity of his own argument and felt there had to be a simpler and more 
elegant way of doing the same thing.  This he tried to do in a subsequent work, the 
Proslogion, which was written a couple of years later in the form of a prayer 
addressed to God Himself.  In seeking to understand God, Anselm said that God 
is that thing greater than which cannot be thought or conceived.  Moreover, since 
it is greater to exist in reality than to merely exist in thought, for God to be that 
which nothing greater can be thought, God must also exist in reality.  To think of 
something greater than God when God is that Being greater than which cannot be 
conceived would be an impossible contradiction.  From this premise, Anselm goes 
on to argue for God’s attributes of omnipotence, immutability, simplicity, holiness, 
eternality, justice, mercy, beauty, goodness, and triunity, as well as for God being 
the highest good for mankind. 

Anselm’s reasoning is commonly, but mistakenly, called the ontological 
argument.2  Critics focus in on the fact that to conceive of a perfection in one’s 
mind does not mean that it has to exist in reality.  This, in fact, was a counter 
argument which one of Anselm’s brother monks, one Guanilo, posed to Anselm 
at the time.  The criticism, however, misses the point of what Anselm was trying 
to do, and this misunderstanding is rooted in the failure to see Anselm’s argument 
as testimony rather than proof.  To see this, several factors need to be noted.  First, 
in the Proslogion, Anselm was not trying to prove the existence of God—indeed, 
the book was a prayer to God—but he was trying to understand the God to Whom 
he was praying.  He therefore presupposed the existence of God.  Second, as he 
himself said in his reply to Guanilo, his argument applied to God only, and not to 
anything else in the created order.  Only God is that greater than which nothing 
can be thought.  Third, his argument in its essence comes down to the absoluteness 
of God, rather than how God must necessarily exist because of how we can 
conceive of his existence.  It is because of God’s absoluteness that all His attributes, 
qualities, and perfections cohere in Him, and, more importantly, it is the reason 
that we should be devoted to Him in worship. 

 
2 The term was first applied to Anselm’s argument by the secular eighteenth century 

philosopher Immanuel Kant, who used the term in the way that critics of Anselm have charged, 
namely, that to conceive of something means to bring it into existence.  One can think, for example, 
of the claim that “reality is socially constructed.”  Just because one can think of a way of constructing 
society a certain way, it does not follow that that comports with the fundamental nature of human 
beings.  This thinking denies the existence of a reality outside of the mind, which is not what Anselm 
is doing, and in fact, it runs exactly counter to what Anselm is doing. 
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This is important to remember in our own day, since non-Christians will 
talk about an “Absolute” and even many Christians will talk about God as being 
supreme, but their descriptions of the Absolute or of God do not indicate that these 
things are truly absolute; rather, they will see behind God a chaos, a void, or the 
universe itself as somehow containing God.  Thus, there is something greater than 
God and God is not that thing greater than which cannot be conceived.  But if 
Anselm is right and God is indeed that which nothing greater can be thought, then 
He must be absolutely above and beyond all things.  To place anything above God 
is nothing less than idolatry.  Scripturally, Anselm’s argument can be seen in the 
response that Moses’ father-in-law gives Moses after hearing about the mighty 
deeds that the LORD did in bringing His people out of Egypt in the Exodus: “Now 
I know that the LORD is greater than all the gods; for in the very thing in which they 
behaved proudly, He was above them” (Exod. 18:11).  Our Lord Himself also reinforces 
this when He tells His disciples that “My Father, who has given them [His people] to 
Me, is greater than all…” (John 10:29). 

II.  What Are “Attributes”? 

In turning to the matter of attributes—or to put it another way, descriptions 
of God’s being and character—a couple caveats are in order.  First, as finite 
creatures we have difficulty getting our minds wrapped around a matter as big as 
God; it is simply too immense.  As the Psalmist says in Psalm 145:3, “Great is the 
LORD, and greatly to be praised; and his greatness is unsearchable.”  So, to begin with, 
we have to approach this topic with a sense of humility.  That said, it is proper to 
say that God is incomprehensible, but it would not be correct to say that He is 
unknowable.  He is not unknowable for the simple reason that He has made 
Himself known to people, certainly through nature but definitively through His 
Word in Scripture.  While reason can help us deduce things about the nature of 
God, Scripture always has to be our starting point. 

Second, it is important to stress that God is neither the sum of His attributes 
nor simply reducible to his attributes.  The former is not possible because of the 
immensity of God; we cannot exhaust the enumeration of God’s attributes.  At the 
same time, some Christians want to say things like, “God is love” as if that were 
the only attribute He had.  The reality, however, is that God’s being is far richer 
than that.  When the Apostle John wrote that “God is love” (1 John 4:8), he did not 
mean that that was the only thing to say about God; rather, he meant that God is 
the definer, the standard, and the exemplar of what love really is.  Throughout 
Scripture, God Himself has emphasized certain of His attributes over others, so 
there is some core commonality to understanding the attributes of God.  Moreover, 
we need to remember that God is a Person (really, three Persons in One Godhead) 
and so all His attributes are united in Him.  There is no variation of attributes 
within Him or in the degree to which He possesses any given attribute.  With us, 
our attributes vary in terms of what we have and to what degree.  The attributes 
of God are all equal, all perfect, and all interdependent.  Thus, for example, God 
can be completely wrathful and completely merciful without in any way 
contradicting His character. 
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III.  How Do We Categorize God’s Attributes? 

Although theologians often agree on identifying specific attributes of God, 
they do not have a single, uniform way of categorizing these attributes and have 
used different logical groupings.  A historically common categorization among 
Reformed theologians has been between the “incommunicable and 
communicable” attributes of God.  The former are those attributes unique to God  
Himself; the latter are those attributes that both God and man possess, but which 
God alone possesses in perfection.  Theologians have debated this categorization, 
however, in part because of the question of how God “communicates” an attribute 
to us and in part because those attributes that are “communicable” also exist as 
God is in Himself.  The Westminster Standards make a slightly different 
categorization along the following lines: 
 

A. The Singularity and Unity of God 

B. The Spiritual Nature of God 

1. Invisible  
2. Incorporeal 
3. Simple 

C. God as Infinite in Being, Glory, and Blessedness 

1. Immense (omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient) 
2. Eternal 
3. Immutable 
4. Incomprehensible 
5. Most Holy 
6. Most Free 
7. Most Absolute and All Sufficient 

D. God as Infinite in His Perfections 

1. Most Loving 
2. Most Gracious and Merciful 
3. Most Long-Suffering 
4. Abundant in Goodness and Truth 
5. Forgiving Iniquity, Transgression, and Sin 
6. Rewarder of them that diligently seek Him 
7. Most Just and Terrible in His judgments 

This approach makes discussion of God’s attributes less scholastic and avoids the 
question of whether a given attribute only applies to God as He is in Himself or as 
He is in relation to people.  Organized thusly, the listing of God’s attributes also 
lends itself more easily to a pastoral and devotional use.  In the remainder of this 
lesson, we will focus in on the Unity, Singularity, and Spiritual Nature of God, 
along with His Infinity in Being, Glory, and Blessedness.  In Lesson 6, we will then 
examine the attributes of God’s infinity in perfection.   
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A. God’s Singularity and Unity 

Questions 8 and 5 of the Larger and Shorter Catechisms, respectively, and 
the opening of Chapter 2.1 of the Confession state that “There is but one only, the 
living and true God.”  This harkens back to the one of the earliest and most seminal 
confessions in the biblical faith, namely God’s statement in Deuteronomy 6:4, 
“Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD.”  Historically this has been called 
the Shema, for the first word in the Hebrew phrase.  The Apostle Paul echoes this 
in his letter to the Corinthians when he says, “there is none other God but one” and 
“to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in him, and one 
Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by him” (1 Cor. 8:4, 6). 

Note that in the Deuteronomy verse we have reference to God’s covenantal 
name, Jehovah or Yahweh.  This declaration makes it specific that Israel’s God is 
the only true God.  Given that the name Yahweh is related to the Hebrew verb “to 
be,” as examined earlier, we can say that the God who exists is the only God there 
is; there is no other.  Thus, first and foremost, this declaration is one of biblical 
monotheism over and against ancient and modern revived forms of paganism.  
Men have a propensity to believe in a plethora of spirits or supernatural forces 
which inevitably leads to much superstition, fatalism, and/or spiritual burden as 
men seek to appease all the different so-called gods.  In the biblical faith, the one 
true God is the God with whom we must reckon. 

The Shema, however, is more than a statement of monotheism.  It is also a 
declaration of the unity of God.  This unity is one of holistic integrity—including 
moral integrity—and perfection.  There are no contradictions within God.  This 
understanding is especially important when we will later come to a discussion of 
the Trinity.  our God is one God, and the Three Persons within the Trinity do not 
negate this fact: trinity in unity and unity in trinity.  This statement of the 
singularity and unity of God is the bedrock of the Christian faith. 

B. The Spiritual Nature of God 

(1) Invisible.  The Confession (2.1) and the Catechisms (WLC 7 and WSC 
4) both state that God is a [most pure] Spirit.  Christ Jesus told the woman at the 
well that “God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in 
truth” (John 4:24).  The Apostle Paul understood God to be invisible when he told 
Timothy “Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour 
and glory for ever and ever. Amen” (1 Tim. 1:17).   

This has very definite implications for how we know and relate to Him.  
This is the ground for the prohibition in the Second Commandment against 
making any kind of depiction of God; such depictions are a reflection of our 
imagination and not of who God actually is.  A God who is invisible requires us 
to relate to Him by how He has revealed Himself (i.e., by His Word and deeds) 
and by faith.  When God’s people have tried to depict Him in some form or 
another, they inevitably devolve into idolatry.  Their images of Him not only 
change the way they think of Him, but also lead to ways that they try to 
manipulate Him in worship.  Our God is a God who will not be manipulated and 
can only be worshipped on His terms. 
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(2) Incorporeal. Building on the invisibility of God, the Confession 
observes that God is without body, parts, or passions.  Moses wrote in 
Deuteronomy, “Take ye therefore good heed unto yourselves; for ye saw no manner of 
similitude on the day that the LORD spake unto you in Horeb out of the midst of the fire: 
Lest ye corrupt yourselves, and make you a graven image, the similitude of any figure, the 
likeness of male or female” (Deut. 4:15-16).  On a basic level, this is a rejection of the 
crude anthropomorphism of ancient gods and goddesses, but also of modern 
equivalents like with Mormonism.  Recognizing the fact of the incorporeality of 
God also helps us understands that the Bible’s use of anthropomorphic imagery is 
best understood as metaphorical, rather than literal. 

(3) Simple.  This does raise a question as to how this applies to Christ Jesus, 
since He was fully human and had a human body.  The simple answer is that this 
language about God’s invisibility and incorporeality applies to the divine nature 
of Christ, not His human nature.  That said, this language does point to the more 
significant truth of God’s simplicity.  By “simple” we mean that God is not made 
up of things such that if they were to be removed he would cease to be God or 
even cease to exist.  If we were to lose a part of our bodies we would be impaired; 
if we were to lose our hearts or our brains then we would be dead.  But that is not 
the case with God.  Also, as humans, we are driven by our emotions and passions.  
But God is not so driven.  God is not stoic and indifferent—the Bible indicates that 
there are things He loves and hates—but He always acts according to His infinite 
knowledge and His absolute will.  Thus, simplicity means that God cannot be 
reduced to anything less His full Being.  The historical understanding of God holds 
that “All that is in God is God.”   

This is a vital doctrine in understanding God.  To deny this—as even some 
modern evangelical and Reformed theologians have done over the years in an 
effort to supposedly make God more approachable—is to see finitude and 
contradiction in God that ultimately undercuts the absoluteness of God and treats 
Him as limited, even marginal.  Southern Presbyterian theologian Morton Smith, 
quoting Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck, also observed that the doctrine of 
God’s simplicity has been a safeguard against Christianity devolving into 
polytheism or Gnosticism, and it gives our understanding of God a particular 
richness in how we understand God’s attributes relating to one another.3 

C. Infinite in Being, Glory, and Blessedness 

The next category of attributes is God’s infinity in being4.  This consists of 
His immensity, eternity, and immutability.  His holiness, aseity, freedom, and 
incomprehensibility build on all these attributes. 

 
3 Morton Smith, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, (Greenville SC: Greenville Seminary Press, 

1994), 128. 
4 There is some variation in wording between the Confession and each of the Catechisms.  

The Confession mentions only “infinite in being and perfection,” followed by long set of attributes.  
The Larger Catechism lists infinite in “being, glory, blessedness, and perfection,” followed by a 
semicolon, suggesting that the remainder of the attributes fall under that set of four.  The Shorter 
Catechism posits a triad of “infinite, eternal, and unchangeable” in the seven attributes that follow 
(being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth).  Since the Confession was developed 
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(1) Immense in Presence, Power, and Knowledge.  God’s immensity 
means that He is everywhere (omnipresent), all powerful (omnipotent), and most 
wise, knowing all things (omniscient).  Regarding God’s presence, Solomon, in his 
prayer dedicating the Temple, recognizes that God is everywhere: “But will God 
indeed dwell on the earth? behold, the heaven and heaven of heavens cannot contain thee; 
how much less this house that I have builded?” (1 Kings 8:27)  Similarly, the LORD tells 
Jeremiah, “Am I a God at hand, saith the LORD, and not a God afar off? Can any hide 
himself in secret places that I shall not see him? saith the LORD. Do not I fill heaven and 
earth? saith the LORD” (Jer. 23:23-24).  There is no place where God cannot be 
found.  That said, a key distinction that must be made in our current day is that 
while God is omnipresent, He is not coterminous with His creation but separate 
from it.  Biblical Christianity rejects the notion of pantheism, as if God were 
something like “The Force” in the Star Wars saga.  The universe is not divine; only 
God is.  Blurring the line between the Creator and the creature would make God 
responsible for evil, and indeed, it obliterates moral distinctions altogether. 

In terms of God’s power, God Himself declares to Abraham in Gen. 17:1 
that “I am the Almighty God; walk before me, and be thou perfect.”  References to God 
as Almighty permeate Scripture, and we see in Revelation 4:8 even the angels 
before the throne of God cry out day and night, “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, 
which was, and is, and is to come.”   God’s power is immediate, unconstrained, and 
works both directly and through secondary means.  Nothing is impossible for Him 
except that which would contradict His own nature, for as Paul says, “he cannot 
deny himself” (2 Tim. 2:13). 

It follows that a God who made all things from nothing, who is all-
powerful and everywhere present, would therefore possess all knowledge.  Paul, 
in the concluding doxology at the end of his letter to the Romans says, “To God 
only wise, be glory through Jesus Christ forever.  Amen” (11:36).  Nothing is concealed 
from God, and He knows all truth.  Because He is absolutely free, he has no 
incentive or need to lie.  He knows everything, comprehensively, in all their right 
relations to each other throughout time and the ends to which they have been 
created.  This knowledge is immediate, not acquired.  God is not only all-knowing, 
but as indicated by the aforementioned verse, the Westminster Standards say He 
is “most wise.”  Wisdom is more than just knowledge; it is understanding how 
everything intersects and interacts, so that one can rightly live and act. 

(2) Eternal.  Eternity describes God’s relationship to time comparable to 
His relation to space.  The Psalmist writes, “Before the mountains were brought forth, 
or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, 
thou art God” (Ps. 90:2).  Eternity is not simply duration, of infinity past and infinity 
future.  Rather, it is a matter of being outside of time altogether, just like an author 
is outside his book.  God interacts with us in time, but He Himself is outside of 
time and not bound by it.  God’s eternity, omniscience, and omnipotence together 
is what provides the potential for history to have meaning. 

 
first, and the Larger Catechism was an expansion on the Confession, so the Confession’s categories 
are probably the root categories. 
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(3) Immutable.  This simply means that God is unchangeable.  In Malachi 
3:6 God declares, “For I am the LORD, I change not; therefore ye sons of Jacob are not 
consumed” (Mal. 3:6).  Similarly, the Apostle James says, “Every good gift and every 
perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no 
variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:17).  Given God’s infinity and 
eternality, there can be no possibility of Him ever changing.  This is important to 
us in two ways: first, God’s demands for His people to pursue righteousness in 
bearing His image are constant through time; and second, God’s promises to His 
people and the accomplishment of salvation for them is also constant.  Some 
modern evangelical and even Reformed scholars have wrestled with the notion of 
God’s immutability, tripping over idea that immutability means that God is 
somehow static and immobile.  That is erroneous.  God is continually active.  
Because God is immutable, His is ever faithful to His word.  If this were not the 
case, God’s standards for His people would be constantly changing and His 
promises would be continually in doubt.  God’s immutability is a comfort to His 
people.  As the Psalmist says, “The counsel of the LORD standeth forever, the thoughts 
o his heart to all generations” (Ps. 33:11). 

IV.  What Is the Preeminent Attribute? 

Although all of God’s attributes are equal in the divine nature, one 
attribute is pre-eminent it sums up all of His attributes and that is God’s holiness.  
Of all God’s attributes in Scripture only holiness is noted with a threefold 
repetition, the typical sign in Hebrew of a superlative emphasis.  The Prophet 
Isaiah observes in Isa. 6:3 that the seraphim cry out to one another, “Holy, holy, holy 
is the LORD of hosts: the whole earth is full of His glory.”  As noted earlier, the Apostle 
John sees the same image in Rev. 4:8.  Holiness is a quality of being set apart.  When 
people or things are called to be holy unto the Lord, they are to be set apart or 
consecrate especially to Him.  For God to be holy means He is completely set apart 
from His creation, in absolute purity and perfection.  It is for this reason that all of 
God’s attributes are summed up in His holiness.  As Pastor Terry Johnson notes, 
God’s holiness is revealed in His law (Rom. 7:12, Ps. 119), in His attitude to good 
and evil and in His Son (Col. 1:15, Heb. 1:3).  Because God is holy, he calls His 
people, who have been made in His image, to be holy as well (Lev. 11:44, 1 Pet. 
1:15-16).5  This purity within God Himself is what brings Him to hate sin, to judge 
rebellious mankind, and to chastise and sanctify His people.  It is the basis for His 
goodness, righteousness, and justice, as well as His glory and blessedness. 

This quality of holiness in the sense of God being set apart also underscores 
God’s aseity or independence.  Chapter 2.2 of the Confession describes this better 
than any other than any other Reformed confession: 

God has all life, glory, goodness, blessedness, in and of Himself; and is 
alone in and unto Himself all-sufficient, not standing in need of any 
creatures which He has made, nor deriving any glory from them, but only 
manifesting His own glory in, by, unto, and upon them: He is the alone 

 
5 Terry Johnson, The Identity and Attributes of God (Carlisle: Banner of Truth, 2019) 153-164. 
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fountain of all being, of whom, through whom, and to whom are all 
things; and has most sovereign dominion over them, to do by them, for 
them, or upon them whatsoever He pleases. In His sight all things are 
open and manifest; His knowledge is infinite, infallible, and independent 
upon the creature, so as nothing is to Him contingent, or uncertain. He is 
most holy in all His counsels, in all His works, and in all His commands. 
To Him is due from angels and men, and every other creature, whatso-
ever worship, service, or obedience He is pleased to require of them. 

 

VI.  Key Take Aways 

We have already touched upon this in earlier remarks to say that just 
because God is incomprehensible He is not unknowable.  The preceding 
discussion of God’s immensity, eternality, and immutability begins to bring home 
just how different from us God really is.  God’s holiness and independence means 
that in God, we are dealing with a being who is far and away greater that we are 
and that should leave us in utter awe of who He is.  It should also drive us to praise 
Him for his infinite glory and blessedness.  One of Job’s friends, Zophar, rightly 
observed, “Canst thou by searching find out God?  Canst thou find out the Almighty 
unto perfection?  It is as high as heaven; what canst thou do?  Deeper than hell; what canst 
thou know?  The measure thereof is longer than the earth, and broader than the sea” (Job 
11:7-9).  Paul told the Romans, “For of him, and through him, and to him, are all things: 
to whom be glory forever. Amen” (Rom. 11:36). 

 


