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“I am well aware that I don’t get to decide who God 
is. What I do get to decide, however, is to whom I 

pledge my allegiance. I am a free agent, after all, and 
I have standards for my God, the first of which is 

this: I will not worship any God who is not at least as 
compassionate as I am. . . . I required no Bible to 

determine [this], and—honestly—I will either 
interpret away or ignore altogether any Bible verse 

that suggests otherwise.”

—Bart Campolo, “The Limits of God’s Grace,” 2006



Foundational Definitions

A. “Theology Proper”

• “The study of the doctrine of God.”

• The term “theology” in general refers to the study of God: 

▪ Θεός [Theos, “God”] + λόγος [logos, “word/statement”] = “a 
statement about God.”

• But the term “theology” is also used to refer to the study of  anything
related to God (creation, man, salvation, heaven, etc.).

• Therefore, the term “theology proper” is used to refer explicitly to the 
study of God’s existence and attributes.



B. “Attribute”

• The term is used either to describe “an inherent characteristic” or as 
“a word ascribing a quality” (Merriam Webster Dictionary).

• The term has a correct and an incorrect usage when applied to God.

▪ Correct: attribute = an essential, inherent quality.

▪ Incorrect: attribute = to attribute to God a perceived quality.

• “The characteristics or qualities of God that constitute him as what 
he is. They should not be thought of as something attributed to or 
predicated of him, as if something could be added to his nature. 
Rather, they are inseparable from his being” (MacArthur and 
Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 925).



“The divine attributes are the essential 
properties by which he makes himself 

known to us who are weak and those by 
which he is distinguished from 

creatures.”

—Francis Turretin, Institutes, 3.5.1



C. “Perfections”

• “The absolute completeness and fullness of God. He does not lack 
anything or have any moral imperfection” (MacArthur and Mayhue, 
Biblical Doctrine, 934). 

• To speak of God’s “perfections” is generally to say the same thing as 
God’s “attributes,” albeit with a slightly different emphasis.

• God is “perfect” in the sense that he does not contain the 
slightest hint of moral imperfection.

• God is “perfect” in the sense that he does not lack anything 
that would make Him better.



“God’s attributes are also called his perfections to highlight that he 
has every good and admirable quality to the highest degree.”

—Joel Beeke & Paul Smalley, Reformed Systematic Theology, 1.520



• Whether we call God’s characteristics “attributes” or “perfections,” 
we must understand them accordingly:

✓ These are not qualities God gains or loses; they are eternal.

✓ There are not qualities God improves; they are perfect.

✓ These are not qualities that are superfluous; they are essential.

✓ These are not qualities that define only one Person of the 
Godhead; they define the Father, Son, and Spirit equally.

✓ These are not qualities that are contradictory; they exist in 
perfect harmony.

✓ These are not qualities that are meant individually to reveal 
the divine essence; they exist in cooperation.



Incomprehensibility



A. What incomprehensibility means.

• The incomprehensibility of God is that quality of God which makes 
Him incapable of being fully understood or defined by anyone 
other than Himself.

• No mental apprehension of “God” by a creature is able to reflect all 
that God is. 

• For all thinking creatures (angels and men), there is and always will 
be an immeasurable mystery (impenetrability) that shrouds the 
existence and character of God.

• He is not just different from us in degree; He is different in kind.

I. Definition of “Divine Incomprehensibility”



“God”

GOD



B. What incomprehensibility does not mean.

• That God is incomprehensible does not mean that He is irrational—
that His character defies or contradicts reason.

• That God is incomprehensible does not mean that He is 
unknowable—that He cannot even be known partly.

• That God is incomprehensible does not mean that He cannot be 
known truly—that even what He has revealed to creatures about 
Himself can never be rightly understood.

• That God is incomprehensible does not mean that creatures are not 
responsible for their thoughts of Him—that assertions about His 
existence will not be judged either as true or false.



“We are speaking of God. Is it any wonder if 
you do not comprehend? For if you 

comprehend, it is not God you comprehend. 
Let it be a pious confession of ignorance rather 
than a rash profession of knowledge. To attain 

some slight knowledge of God is a great 
blessing; to comprehend him, however, is 

totally impossible.”

—Augustine, Sermon on John 1



• Job 11:7–9 – Zophar says to Job, “Can you discover the depths of God? 
Can you discover the limits of the Almighty? They are high as the 
heavens, what can you do? Deeper than Sheol, what can you know? Its 
measure is longer than the earth and broader than the sea.” 

• Psalm 40:5a – “Many, O LORD my God, are the wonders which You have 
done, and Your thoughts toward us; there is none to compare with You.”

• Psalm 145:3 – “Great is the LORD, and highly to be praised, and His 
greatness is unsearchable.”

• Psalm 147:5 – “Great is our Lord and abundant in strength; His 
understanding is infinite.”

II. Biblical Testimony to God’s Incomprehensibility



• Isaiah 40:12–15, 18, 25–26 – “Who has measured the waters in the 
hollow of His hand, and marked off the heavens by the span, and 
calculated the dust of the earth by the measure, and weighed the 
mountains in a balance and the hills in a pair of scales? Who has directed 
the Spirit of the LORD, or as His counselor has informed Him? With whom 
did He consult and who gave Him understanding? And who taught Him in 
the path of justice and taught Him knowledge and informed Him of the 
way of understanding? Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket, 
and are regarded as a speck of dust on the scales; behold, He lifts up the 
islands like fine dust. . . . To whom then will you liken God? Or what 
likeness will you compare with Him? . . . . ‘To whom then will you liken 
Me that I would be his equal,’ says the Holy One. Lift up your eyes on 
high and see who has created these stars, the One who leads forth their 
host by number, He calls them all by name; because of the greatness of 
His might and the strength of His power, not one of them is missing.”



• Isaiah 55:8–9 – “‘For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your 
ways My ways,’ declares the LORD. ‘For as the heavens are higher than 
the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than 
your thoughts.’”

• Romans 11:33–36 – “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and 
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and 
unfathomable His ways! For WHO HAS KNOWN THE MIND OF THE LORD, OR WHO

BECAME HIS COUNSELOR? Or WHO HAS FIRST GIVEN TO HIM THAT IT MIGHT BE PAID

BACK TO HIM AGAIN? For from Him and through Him and to Him are all 
things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.”

• 1 Timothy 6:15b–16 – “He . . . is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King 
of kings and Lord of lords, who alone possesses immortality and dwells in 
unapproachable light, whom no man has seen or can see. To Him be
honor and eternal dominion! Amen.”



“Neither in creation nor in re-creation does God reveal himself exhaustively. 
He cannot fully impart himself to creatures. For that to be possible they 
themselves would have to be divine. There is, therefore, no exhaustive 
knowledge of God. . . . Scripture and the church emphatically assert the 

unsearchable majesty and sovereign highness of God. There is no knowledge 
of God as he is in himself. We are human and he is the Lord our God. There is 

no name that fully expresses his being, no definition that captures him. He 
infinitely transcends our picture of him, our ideas of him, our language 
concerning him. He is not comparable to any creature. . . . He can be 

apprehended; he cannot be comprehended.”

—Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:36, 47



“Can a small bottle contain an entire ocean?”

—Wilhelmus à Brakel



III. What Incomprehensibility Demands from Us

A. We must recognize our creaturely limits.

• The testimony of Job helps us here.

• Job 38:1–3 – “Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind and 
said, ‘Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? 
Now gird up your loins like a man, and I will ask you, and you instruct 
Me!’”

• Job 40:6–9 – “Then the LORD answered Job out of the storm and 
said, ‘Now gird up your loins like a man; I will ask you, and you 
instruct Me. Will you really annul My judgment? Will you condemn 
Me that you may be justified? Or do you have an arm like God, and 
can you thunder with a voice like His?”



• Job 40:3–5 – “Then Job answered the LORD and said, ‘Behold, I am 
insignificant; what can I reply to You? I lay my hand on my mouth. 
Once I have spoken, and I will not answer; even twice, and I will add 
nothing more.”

• Job 42:3–6 – “. . . Therefore I have declared that which I did not 
understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. 
‘Hear, now, and I will speak; I will ask You, and You instruct me.’ . . . I 
retract, and I repent in dust and ashes.”

• Beware of familiarity with God that either leads you to criticize Him 
in the difficult times or to domesticate Him in the good times.

• Learn from Job: your hand should never be far from your mouth.



“Man is never sufficiently touched and 
affected by the awareness of his lowly state 
until he has compared himself with God’s 

majesty.”

—Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1.1.3



B.  We must not go beyond what God has revealed.

• Treasure what God has revealed by being content with it.

• Deuteronomy 29:29 – “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, 
but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, that we 
may observe all the words of this law.”

▪ The “secret things” = the things not revealed (the mysteries).

▪ These things “belonged” to Yahweh and were not to be probed.

▪ Trying to bypass this reality by consulting spiritists and 
mediums was a heinous spiritual crime (e.g., Lev 20:6, 27).

• Beware of speculation about God that departs from His word and 
ventures into the mystery.



“I, too, know many things but I do not know how 
to explain them. I know that God is everywhere
and I know that he is everywhere in his whole 

being. But I do not know how he is everywhere. I 
know that he is eternal and has no beginning. But 
I do not know how. My reason fails to grasp how it 

is possible for an essence to exist when that 
essence has receives its existence neither from 

itself nor from another. I know that he begot the 
Son. But I do not know how. I know that the Spirit 

is from him. But I do not know how the Spirit is 
from him. . . . .”



“His judgments are inscrutable, his ways are 
unsearchable, his peace surpasses all 

understanding, his gift is indescribable, what God 
has prepared for those who love him has not 

entered into the heart of man, his greatness has 
no bound, his understanding is infinite. Are all 

these incomprehensible while only God himself 
can be comprehended? What excessive madness 

would it be to say that.”

—John Chrysostom, “The Incomprehensible Nature of 
God,” Homily 1



“To the extent, therefore, that God hides himself 
and wills to be unknown to us, it is no business of 
ours. . . . God must therefore be left to himself in 

his own majesty, for in this regard we have nothing 
to do with him, nor has he willed that we should 

have anything to do with him. But we have 
something to do with him insofar as he is clothed 
and set forth in his Word, through which he offers 

himself to us.”

—Luther, “Bondage of the Will,” 200–201



C.  We must use our language carefully. 

• In our effort to explain God, we can make improper comparisons and 
draw unworthy conclusions.

• Exodus 20:4 – “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness 
of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water 
under the earth.”

• Exodus 20:7 – “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in 
vain, for the LORD will not leave him unpunished who takes His name 
in vain.”

• Images and words about God are dangerous things (see Eccl 5:1–3). 
Beware of making assertions and forming mental perceptions that 
cannot be tied tightly to God’s own word.



“We speak of him [God] in human terms 
and attribute to him a range of human 

qualities, but as we are doing this we are 
ever acutely conscious of the fact that all 

these properties pertain to God in a sense 
quite different from that in which we find 

them in creatures.”

—Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 2:134



D.  We must be led to worship. 

• What kind of God would God be if He could fit within our feeble 
minds?

• Psalm 145:3 – “Great is the LORD, and highly to be praised, and His 
greatness is unsearchable.”

• Psalm 147:5 – “Great is our Lord and abundant in strength; His 
understanding is infinite.”

• Romans 11:33–36 – “. . . For from Him and through Him and to Him 
are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.”

• 1 Timothy 6:16b – “. . . To Him be honor and eternal dominion! 
Amen.”



• The incomprehensibility of God leads us to astonishment when we 
consider the extent to which He has gone to make Himself known to 
us.

• As Calvin said, “The situation would surely have been hopeless had 
the very majesty of God not descended to us, since it was not in our 
power to ascend to him” (Institutes, 2:12.1). 

• John 1:18 – “No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God 
who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.”



“Great is the LORD, and highly 
to be praised, and His 

greatness is unsearchable.”

—Psalm 145:3


