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The edifice of doctrine to which The Savoy Declaration of Faith invites us 
contains at its entrance a clear declaration of the being, sovereignty, and salvific 
purpose of the triune God. Our doctrinal sensibilities are immediately raised to 

a high level of consciousness. But we pause, as we enter, to reflect on two realities that 
influence the significance of all of our doctrinal understanding. First, our commitment 
to biblical doctrine is pointless and barren unless it impinges upon and determines our 
Christian lives. The relation between doctrine and life should never remain unexplored. 
Secondly, the doctrinal locus we now come to, by reason that it stands at the beginning 
of God's anthropomorphic revelation to us, illumines the meaning of our personhood 
as the recipients of that revelation. Let me comment a little more fully on what that 
involves. 

We exist, as the Savoy will go on to make clear, as the finite analogue of God. We 
are the finite analogue of God both as to our being and our knowledge. We are his 
image. And by virtue of our created constitution, our very personhood speaks 
eloquently of God. 

God has made available to us an objective revelation of his being, character, and 
purpose, and because we have been established as the image of God we are able to 
receive and understand and act upon that revelation. The implication of that for our 
present study is that the essence of human personhood carries with it the inescapable 
conviction of the being and Personhood of God. The theology to which we are 
committed as custodians of the Reformed tradition requires us to state that the 
awareness of God is indelibly embedded in the human consciousness. 

The apostle has stated that in economic language in the first chapter of his letter to 
the Romans (Rom. 1 :20). Any imagination to the contrary, he says, and any conception 
that argues against the knowledge of God, and that argues more particularly against the 
knowledge of his 'eternal power and Godhead', is 'without excuse'. If the creation
covenantal imperative that we should be God-honoring in all things is acknowledged, 
there can be no escape, on any level of human intellection, from the reality that all of 
our knowing, and all of our capacity for knowing, are what they are because they are 
the derivative analogue of the absolute knowledge that exists in God. The fact that 
absolute being, absolute personhood, and absolute meaning and knowledge exist in 
God establishes meaning and the discoverability of meaning in the external reality that 
God has spoken into existence. 

John Calvin, whose theological system The Savoy Declaration of Faith celebrates, 
has oriented his doctrine on the corresponding proposition that 'Nearly all the wisdom 
we possess ... consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves .... no one 
can look upon himself without immediately turning his thoughts to the contemplation 
of God, in whom he "lives and moves" (Acts 17:28)' .1 In the very act of reflective self
awareness, we can say, man is aware of God. 'Again,' Calvin continues, 'it is certain 
that man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has tirst looked upon 
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God's face, and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize himself.'2 The 
pressing triad of human concern, it follows, comes to articulation, first, under the 
headings of being and knowledge, firstly the being and knowledge of God and then of 
ourselves, and then, as derivative from what is understood on those levels, the matter 
of behavior. Being, knowledge, and behaviour, or in more formal terms metaphysics, 
epistemology, and ethics, provide the categories in terms of which our discussion of 
being and our place in relation to God should proceed. 

Our immediate title acknowledges and permits us to confine our attention initially 
to two statements on these levels in the second chapter of the Savoy Declaration. 'God,' 
it is there stated, 'is infinite in being'.3 And from that it follows, 'his knowledge is 
infinite' .4 In those statements the Declaration sets the compass within which our 
discussion proceeds. We are concerned, in short, with the revealed doctrine of the being 
and knowledge of God. But in the very nature of our creaturehood and finitude, we are 
concerned with that revelation as it bears on our condition in relation to God. We bear 
in mind as we proceed that while our immediate address is to the doctrine of God, 'the 
issues to which we turn bear forcibly on the meaning of the gospel of redemption.'5 In 
his very valuable and accessible Our Reasonable Faith, Herman Bavinck observes that 
'These two, the doctrine of God and the doctrine of the eternal salvation of souls, are 
not two independent doctrines which have nothing to do with each other, but are, rather, 
inseparably related to each other. The doctrine of God is at the same time a doctrine of 
the eternal salvation of souls, and the second of these also includes the first' .6 

The Savoy Declaration acknowledges these interrelations by setting its doctrine of 
God within the context of its concern for the realities of redemption. It does that when 
it states. in that context, that God is 'loving, gracious, merciful ... forgiving iniquity, 
transgression, and sin, the rewarder of them that diligently seek him ... hating all sin 
... who will by no means clear the guilty' .7 Indeed, our interest in the gospel requires 
us to place our argument within the orbit provided by three propositions: First, God is; 
second, God exists in eternity and we exist as the created analogue of God in time; and 
third, the eternal God has provided a revelation of himself and his will and his 
redemptive purpose in terms amenable to our understanding, in the language he created 
for our communication. All of God's revelation, that is, and in particular all of the 
Scripture that we have as the medium of God's communication, is, by virtue of its 
accommodation to our understanding, anthropomorphic. When we say that all 
Scriptural revelation is anthropomorphic we mean that it is God's accommodation of 
his. timelessness to the temporal mode of existence in which he has established created 
finite being. 

Summary propositions 
The propositions we shall look at briefly, though not in detail in the order in which we 
now summarize them, may be stated as follows. First, God is outside of time by virtue 
of his transcendent eternity and his aseity or his independent and underived, or 
uncaused, existence. 

Second, God created time and thereby established a temporal structure and 
environment in which all of reality external to himself exists and has its history. 
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Third, God in his being and his knowledge, referring in that to his knowledge of 
himself and his knowledge of all that exists and that eventuates in created reality, is 
timeless.& 

Fourth, there are, therefore, no successions of moments in the knowledge of God or 
in the being of God. While he has knowledge of sequences of time events he does not 
know those sequences sequentially.9 God knows all things, as to his own being, his will 
and purpose, and his knowledge of created reality, in one eternal act of knowing. He 
did not wait to discover any data of reality or of the eventuation of its history. He 
therefore has no memory of what has been, in the sense of his having become 
sequentially aware of it, and he accordingly has no expectation of his own future that 
he must wait to discover. (Though, as we shall see, memory and expectation exist in the 
human nature of the Son of God who became man for our salvation). 

Fifth, God has nevertheless ordained becoming and the eventuation of history and 
the awareness of history in his creatures, and in the light of that he eventuates all 
historical sequences and outcomes by his works of providence. We hold not only to the 
transcendence, but also to the immanence of God. 

Sixth, God has entered into time in the incarnation of his Son and in the Person of 
his Holy Spirit in the discharge of their redemptive offices. Our redemption is played 
out within the orbit of temporal boundedness in which, by our natures and by the nature 
that he assumed in Christ, our existence and awareness are conditioned. 
Seventh, by virtue of the nature of our existence as that is derived from God, it is 
impossible that we should transcend our finitude, and that we should ever acquire the 
incommunicable divine attributes of infinity, eternity, and immutability. Our existence 
in the eternal age of the kingdom of God will therefore continue to be a temporal 
existence, though the potentialities of our action within it have not been revealed to us. 

If, then, we state that God is outside of time and that time is a created entity or, as 
Van Til has put it, that time is 'God-created as a mode of finite existence', we 
nevertheless state that in the incarnation of his Son, in the union in the divine Person 
of Christ of the human and divine natures, he entered into time. But, we shall argue, it 
is necessary to hold to the reality that in that union of natures the eternal and the 
temporal were not commingled, or joined in a way that gave rise to a mixture of them 
that violated the one or the other. No greater fact or mystery challenges our 
contemplation than this, that God in his Son entered into time for our redemption. 

We might pause to note the significance of what has just been said. The eternal and 
the temporal were not, and could not be, commingled at the incarnation (for there was 
no communication of properties between the natures of our Lord), or at the atonement 
that he provided (because it was in his human nature that he bore the wrath of God for 
sinners). It follows also, from the nature of the processes of redemption, that there 
could be no commingling of the eternal and the temporal at the transition of the sinner 
from wrath to grace. By that we mean that the creation of new life in the soul, the 
regeneration that effects the transition from wrath to grace, is completely and solely the 
sovereign, unsolicited work of the Holy Spirit, the unsolicited grace of God. Any 
argument to the contrary, or the claim that salvation turns on a divine-human 
synergism, would imply that the eternal (the grace of God) and the temporal (the 
activity of the sinner) had been commingled. But we reject all such propositions. 
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The immortal God 
The scope of the doctrinal statement that the Savoy Declaration presents in its second 
chapter includes, by implication or express statement in relation to its consideration of 
the being of God, the questions of the incomprehensibility of God in his essence, the 
attributes of God in terms of which he has made his self-disclosure, considering both 
his incommunicable and his communicable attributes, the knowability of God, the 
existence of God as a trinity of Persons, and the sense in which there exist 
distinguishable properties possessed by each of the Persons of the Godhead. God the 
Father possesses, that is, the distinguishable property of having generated the Son, God 
the Son possesses the distinguishable property of having been eternally generated, and 
the Holy Spirit possesses the property of proceeding from the Father and the Son.lO In 
his very valuable study of The Christology of John Owen, Richard Daniels observes on 
the point referred to in the preceding footnote that 'The Son is autotheos according to 
his nature, of the Father according to his person' .ll In making those statements we do 
not assume that our finitude permits a comprehensive understanding of either the 
trinitarian existence of God or the intra-trinitarian communication between the Persons 
of the Godhead. 

An approach to a consideration of these doctrinal issues is provided by a 
recognition of what I have referred to as the immortality of God. Paul, in his letter to 
Timothy, doxologically ascribes honor and glory to 'the only wise God ... the King 
eternal, immortal, invisible' (I Tim. 1: 17). And he focuses our thought on 'the King of 
kings and Lord of lords; who only hath immortality ... ' (I Tim. 6:15-16). John Calvin, 
in his comment on the apostle's statement, directs us to the twelfth book of Augustine's 
City of God. In that work and in his Confessions Augustine had wrestled at length with 
the mystery of time and the relation between eternity and time that the apostle here has 
in view. 12 

Our primary concern at this point is with the apostolic reference to God as the One 
'who only hath immortality'. When we speak of the immortality of God we are taking 
up aspects of what we have referred to as his aseity. We mean by that that God is 
independent in his being and existence, and that his existence is not derived from any 
more ultimate cause than himself or any cause external to himself. God, we say, is in 
that meaning of the term, uncaused. He is, as Paul remarked to the Co1ossians, 'before 
all things' (Col. I: 17). But we do not mean by such a statement that God is before all 
things in a temporal sense. On the contrary, God is before all things because it is he 
who called all things into being and established the temporal structure of their 
existence. He is their cause.l3 

When we say that God alone has immortality we are directing our thought to two 
things. First, the immortality of God has reference not primarily to time and its possible 
ending or non-ending, but to a condition of God's existence outside of time. Second, 
God himself is accordingly the creator of the immortality which, as analogical of his 
own existence, he has bestowed on those of his creatures whom he has made in his 
image. For them the temporal process in which they exist will, in fact, be non-ending. 
The prefix 'im' in immortality as it is here referred to God, a translation of the negating 
prefix 'a' or alpha in the Greek text, is designed to convey our thought away completely 
from the region in which mortality or death in time can be contemplated. Our 

24 



contemplation of God, on the contrary, cannot legitimately raise the category of 
mortality in the sense that, in relation to him, the ending or non-ending of time could 
be contemplated as possible or not possible. The prefix has removed us completely 
from any such level of consideration. The awareness of God, as the apostle here directs 
us to it, has reference to a plane of God's existence that has nothing at all to do with 
the dimensions or possible structures, or the beginning or ending, of time. 

The reality of God's immortality rests, in the second place, in the eternity of God, 
in the sense that only because God has, and is, life in himself can he be the giver of life 
to his creatures. 'In him was life', John observes (John 1 :4). Because God is himself 
uncaused life, he confers derivative, analogical life on his creatures. If it were 
necessary, on the other hand, to contemplate a possible beginning or ending of God and 
of the life of God, then no absolute being would exist, all would then be relative, 
meaning would have capitulated to contingency, and blank and brute chance would be 
king. The Scriptures stand against all such arguments. 

God, the source of life, is life in himself, and he exists as the locus of all meaning 
and as the source of the possibility of all creaturely apprehension of meaning. God, the 
one personal, self-existent, supreme, gracious, and self-disclosing God, is our only 
absolute. As to our life and the possibilities we have of temporal experiences, the 
apostle observes that 'God made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord 
of heaven and earth ... [and] in him we live, and move, and have our being' (Acts 
17:24, 28). God is our ultimate cause. He is the ultimate environment in which we live 
and have our being. He is our ultimate authority. 

We could speak of the immensity of God, and with Solomon we could acknowledge 
that 'the heaven and heaven of heavens cannot contain thee' (I Kings 8:27). 14 The same 
recognition of the transcendent being of God is reflected in the words of the Chronicler 
(2 Chron. 2:6). The prophet Isaiah takes up the theme of God's immensity and observes 
in the final chapter of his prophecy, 'Thus saith the Lord, The heaven is my throne, and 
the earth is my footstool' (Is. 66:1 ). Again, Jeremiah conveys to us the divine self
disclosure, '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. 23:24 ). 

The omniscience, the omnipresence, and the omnipotence of God are thus brought 
clearly before us. They are contemplated also in that magnificent prayer of David: 
'Whither shall I go from thy spirit? Or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I 
ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there. 
If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea; even there 
shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me' (Ps. 139:7-1 0). 15 

The attributes of God and the Personality of the Son 
The doctrinal issues we have adduced are frequently expanded under the heading of the 
attributes of God. It will suffice for our present purposes to refer to what has become a 
standard rubric in the Reformed theological tradition and speak of the communicable 
and the incommunicable attributes of God. The question has arisen in the history of the 
church as to whether a distinction can properly be drawn between the essence of God 
and the attributes of God. The position to be taken in this respect follows from our 
understanding that as to his essence, God is incomprehensible. We know God, not 
because we can comprehend him as to either his being or his knowledge. Rather, we 

25 



know God by virtue of his self-disclosure in the attributes of being and character that 
he has revealed. We have, by virtue of God's objective initiative in revelation on the one 
hand and our capacity for the reception of that revelation on the other, true knowledge 
of God, though that knowledge is not, and cannot be, comprehensive. We say, then, that 
the essence of God is fully contained in, and declared in, each of his attributes. We do 
not draw a distinction between the essence and the attributes. 

Turretin has observed on these issues that 'The divine attributes are the essential 
properties by which [God] makes himself known ... they ... are attributed to him ... in 
order to explain his nature. Attributes are not ascribed to God properly as something 
superadded to his essence' .16 We agree with Turretin 's further conclusion that by virtue 
again of our finitude we have only 'inadequate conceptions of the essence of God' as 
that is revealed through his attributes. We can at best have only an incomplete and 
imperfect understanding of God's revealed attributes. 

To observe further on this important doctrinal locus, we hold to the unity and 
simplicity of God, meaning, as we shall see further, that there are three Persons in the 
Godhead and that 'these three Persons are one God, the same in substance, equal in 
power and glory'. It is important to realize the implications of that for the question now 
before us. By the unity of God we refer, firstly, to God's numerical oneness, or his unity 
of singularity (De ut. 6:4, John 1 0:30). And we refer also to God's simplicity, meaning 
that God is not composed of parts external to himself. That implies, as has just been 
stated, that his attributes, taken together, do not constitute parts that make up his 
essence. If that were so, the doctrine of the simplicity of God would be destroyed. 

Perhaps the most direct way to summarize what is involved in God's disclosure of 
his attributes is to invoke the answer to the fourth question of the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism. 'God,' it is said, 'is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his 
being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth'. In that statement of 
God's infinity, eternity, and immutability we have in essence the acknowledgment of 
God's incommunicable attributes. By virtue of our derivative, analogical, and finite 
existence as the image of God, it is not possible that God could communicate to us the 
characteristics of infinity, eternity, and immutability. The other attributes referred to in 
the Catechetical answer are communicable to us, to the extent that, and in the degree 
that God has ordained in order to prepare us for the place we shall occupy in the eternal 
kingdom to which he has destined us. 

We have said with Turretin that by virtue of our finitude, as that is conditioned 
further by our recovery from the state of sin into which we had fallen, we are privileged 
to grasp in this life only a partial understanding of what, in these respects, God has 
revealed concerning himself. We observe in that connection that the partialness of our 
understanding is underlined by the fact that in each of the communicable attributes as 
they are descriptive of the essence of God, God is declared to be infinite, eternal, and 
unchangeable. He is that, not only in his being, but in his wisdom, power, holiness, 
justice, goodness, and truth. 

Our address to the attributes of God, and to the respects in which his revelation of 
them communicates aspects of his essence, does not terminate, however, on the benefits 
of God's salvific purpose for us, his redeemed people. We are concerned, for our 
immediate purposes, with the doctrine and the fact of God as he is and exists in himself. 
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For that reason we take brief note at this point of the trinity of the Godhead as we have 
already referred to it. In particular, our interest at this stage is in what has to be said of 
God's existence as three Persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit in 
consubstantial unity and in one essence. In the brief comments we shall make we leave 
aside a fuller exposition of the important statements contained on this level in the 
second chapter of the Savoy Declaration that is being addressed in this conference. 

The first statement to be made is that the essence of God is not distributed among 
the Persons of the Godhead. We hold, not to a distribution of the essence, but to the fact 
that the full essence of the Godhead is contained fully and completely in each of the 
Persons. Turretin makes the point by observing that 'Although there are more persons 
than one in God, yet there are not more natures. All persons partake of one and the same 
infinite nature, not by division, but by communication' .17 If it were the case that there 
was a distribution of essence among the Persons of the Godhead, we should be 
contemplating not a trinity, but, as Turretin again refers to it, a quaternity in the 
Godhead.l8 We would have, that is, first the three Persons, and then fourthly the 
essence that was distributed among them. But we are not quaternitarians. We are 
trinitarians. 

What has been revealed to us regarding the being of God, the oneness in substance 
of the three persons of the Godhead, has implications for the knowledge that is 
possessed by the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. It is not the case, for example, that 
there is a divine mind in the Father and a divine mind in the Son, and that those divine 
minds confer and concur in the purposes and works of God. Rather, our doctrine of the 
unity of God requires us to say that there exists a divine mind that is wholly in the 
Father and wholly in the Son. 'I and my Father are one', our Lord has declared. The 
essence of the Godhead resides fully in each of the Persons of the Godhead. It follows 
that there is a divine knowledge that is wholly in the Father and wholly in the Son and 
wholly in the Holy Spirit. This will in turn determine our understanding, as we shall 
see in a moment, of the Person and presence of the Son of God in this world and of his 
messianic self-awareness. 

The relevance for our present argument of what has just been said follows 
immediately. For if, as we hold to be true, all of the essence of God, and therefore all 
of the fullness of the incommunicable attributes of God, exist fully in each of the 
Persons, then what we have referred to as the properties of infinity, eternity, and 
immutability characterize in their full and complete sense each of the Persons, the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Let us contemplate, then, the incommunicable 
attribute of infinity and its coming to expression in the omnipresence of God. We say, 
further, that God, as to his omnipresence, cannot be regarded as distributed in his 
essence throughout or across space. Rather, the omnipresence of God means and 
implies that in the fullness of his essence God is present in every unit of space. 
Recalling our earlier conclusion that time, with space, is a created entity, created, we 
have said, as a mode of finite existence, we must say in a corresponding fashion that 
God is present in the fullness of his essence in every point of time. We are confronting 
in these statements a remarkable implication of what we have already referred to as 
God's immanence in time and in created reality, as correlative to his transcendence 
beyond and outside of time and of all that exists external to the Godhead. 
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It follows that the attribute or characteristic of omnipresence is fully in God the 
Son, and implications must now be seen to derive from that statement for the presence 
of the Son of God in this world as our redeemer. We shall return to the question of 
God's entry into time in the incarnation of his Son, but for the present we observe the 
following. First, Christ possessed a human nature, but in him that human nature was 
not personalized. That is to say, he did not, by virtue of possessing a human nature, 
become a human person. He was, and he continued to be, a divine Person. 19 Second, 
the incommunicable attributes of God (infinity, eternity, and immutability) were, by 
virtue of their incommunicability, not communicated to the human nature of Christ. 
That important doctrinal point, that has separated elements of the Christian church 
throughout the centuries, we put previously by saying that there was no communication 
of properties between the two natures of Christ. Third, as the full essence of God 
resides in Christ, the Second Person of the Godhead, he eternally, without interruption 
in his incarnation, was, and is, characterized, as we have said, by all of the 
incommunicable and communicable attributes of God. 

That last mentioned fact warrants further comment in the context of our present 
consideration of the doctrine of God. We now say the following regarding Christ's 
presence in this world: As to his divine nature, he was both in this world and with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit in heaven. As to his human nature, he was in this world. As 
to his divine nature, he continued to be omnipresent, that is present in the fullness of 
his essence in every point of space and time. As to his human nature, he was localized, 
present at different points of space and time (John 3: 13). 20 That means that Christ, the 
Second Person of the Godhead, our incarnate redeemer, is present, in the fullness of his 
divine nature, in every point of space and time, though by virtue of the absence of the 
communication of properties between his two natures, that is not true of his human 
nature. 

That, then, has remarkable implications for the manner in which Christ fulfills his 
promise that he would come to us, and that he will be with us 'to the end of the age' 
(Matt. 28:20). That he does so, and has done so, is true not only and simply by reason 
of the fact that he communicates to us by his Spirit. He is with us in his actual 
Personhood, in his divine Personhood in all of its attributes, though not, until the day 
of glory, in his human nature. The fact that we cannot see him in his divine Personhood 
does not destroy the fact that in the total divine nature of his Personhood he is actually 
with us. That is part of the 'mystery of Godliness' which, in its remarkable import, 
should influence the character of our entire Christian understanding and life. We live, 
that is, in the company and presence of the divine Person of our Lord. 

We whom he has redeemed and brought to himself, therefore, should realize that 
fact and should live in the light of the consciousness of it. We actually live in the 
company of the Person of Christ. It is not that we live simply or only in the 
consciousness of what he has done for us in redeeming us or in impressing upon us the 
conscious awareness of his Spirit. The reality of the presence of Christ with us, which 
casts its light on the statement in Acts 17:28 that 'in him we live and move and have 
our being', should influence and determine the meaning of our entire walk in the 
Christian life to which he has called us. 

To be continued in the next issue 
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Book Brief 
Day One Publications are producing a series of short books that have a new approach 
to introducing people to church history. Each book focuses on a particular figure and is 
described as 'a biography that thinks it is a travel guide' to the places where he or she 
lived and worked. The biography is brief and to the point and the illustrations and maps 
profuse. So far travel guides have appeared dealing with John Bunyan (John Pestell) 
and C.H. Spurgeon (Clive Anderson) and in the pipeline are ones on William Booth 
(Jim Winter), John Knox (David Campbell), George Whitefield (Digby James) and 
Martyn Lloyd-Jones (Philip Eveson). Those published so far are excellent and deserve 
to be bought to Christians who want a very practical approach to deepening their 
understanding of what God has done through some very remarkable people. 
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