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8. The attributes of God 

Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 2, ch. 4 (pp. 148-177) 

Introduction 

We’re continuing with Herman Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics in session 8 of the Emmanuel 

Guided Reading Course, turning this time to the subject of God’s incommunicable attributes in 

volume 2, chapter 4. As you’ll have noticed last time, Bavinck writes pretty densely. But you will 

also have found that the time you spent chewing it over was very worthwhile. If you want candy 

floss, look elsewhere. But if you want a full roast dinner with all the trimmings, you’ve come to the 

right place. 

Here are a few ideas to help you follow the thread of what Bavinck is saying: 

• The questions have been divided up into sections corresponding with the major section 

headings in the chapter. There are also some brief summaries along the way to help you 

keep track of what Bavinck is saying. 

• The italic summary of the chapter on pp. 148-149, though not written by Bavinck himself, is 

nonetheless very helpful. Indeed, you might find it worth coming back to this as you read 

through the chapter, to keep the big picture in your mind. 

• If you find Bavinck’s writing a bit unmanageable, try breaking it down a little. You’ve got 4 

hours to read 29 pages, and there are 9 questions below. So, every 25 minutes or so, you 

want to be answering one question and covering (on average) about 3 pages of reading. 

On this occasion, more of the questions for reflection are scattered throughout the study 

questions. As ever, they’re designed to encourage you to reflect more broadly on the issues under 

consideration. 

If you’re pressed for time, omit the questions marked with a *. 

Questions for reflection 

i. “I don’t really like ‘theology’. It just makes everything complicated, and it’s always full of long 

words and obscure Latin. I just want to know God better and love him more.” Discuss. 

Study questions 

Aseity / Independence (pp. 149-153) 

Aseity is sometimes called independence. To say that God possesses aseity means that God is not 

dependent for his existence on anything or anyone else. He causes himself to exist; he is self-

caused. 

One important text for the doctrine of divine aseity is Exodus 3:14-15. Read Exodus 3:7-15 to 

remind yourself of the context, and then consider the following question: 

For reflection: Why might the doctrine of divine aseity be significant for Moses on Exodus 3? 
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1. What is significant about the name YHWH as it is revealed in Exodus 3:14-15 (p. 150)? How does 

Bavinck explain God’s aseity, or independence, on p. 151? 

For reflection: What might be some of the practical and/or pastoral implications of God’s aseity 

(see especially p. 150)? 

2. On p. 152, Bavinck says that “by this perfection [i.e. aseity] he [i.e. God] is at once essentially 

and absolutely distinct from all creatures.” But then a few lines later he says, “there is 

nevertheless a weak analogy in all creatures also of this perfection of God.” What does Bavinck 

mean by these two statements? How can they fit together? 

Immutability (pp. 153-159) 

Immutability means “unchanging-ness.” To say that God possesses immutability means that “God 

is and remains the same” (p. 153). 

3. “At first blush, this immutability seems to have little support in Scripture” (p. 153). What does 

Bavinck mean by this? What kind of biblical evidence does he mention? 

4. “Amid all this alteration God is and always remains the same” (p. 153). What does Bavinck mean 

by this? What biblical evidence does he mention (p. 153)? 

On pp. 154-157 Bavinck discusses various ways in which the doctrine of divine immutability has 

been understood historically by philosophers and theologians. If you’re pressed for time (or a bit 

dazed by the detail!) then skip this section and pick up again on p. 158. 

On p. 158 Bavinck sets out an important argument in support of divine immutability. 

*5. “The idea of God itself implies immutability” (p. 158). What does Bavinck mean by this? 

In the next paragraph on p. 158, Bavinck attempts to avoid a common misunderstanding of divine 

immutability. 

*6. Immutability “should not be confused with monotonous sameness or rigid immobility” (p. 

158). Why might someone think of immutability in these terms? How, according to Bavinck, should 

we think of God’s immutability? 

For reflection: Which of these statements is a better summary of God’s immutability? Why? 

• “God is immutable in the way that Mount Everest is immutable.” 

• “God is immutable in the way that Niagara Falls is immutable.” 

*For reflection: Can you think of any pastoral implications of the doctrine of divine immutability? 

You might find it helpful to look at Psalm 33, especially vv. 10-12. 

Infinity (pp. 159-170) 

Bavinck discusses God’s infinity in general terms on pp. 159-160, before considering God’s eternity 

(pp. 160-164) and omnipresence (pp. 164-170) in turn. 

To say that God is infinite means that “he is not limited by anything finite or creaturely”; that “in 

him every virtue is present in an absolute degree” (p. 160). 

Both eternity and omnipresence are related to the previous attribute, immutability (unchanging-

ness). Eternal means “unchanging with regard to time”; omnipresent means “unchanging with 

regard to space”. 

7. Highlight some of the most helpful ways in which Bavinck describes the concept of God’s 

eternity on pp. 162-163. 
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8. How does Scripture describe God’s omnipresence (pp. 164-165)? 

Bavinck’s discussion of God’s omnipresence quickly becomes rather complex on pp. 165-169, so 

don’t worry too much if you can’t really follow it. However, the beginning and end of the section 

are a little easier to follow, and contain some thought-provoking material. 

For reflection: What might be some of the pastoral implications of God’s omnipresence? You might 

want to look at the quote from Augustine on p. 170. 

Unity 

Bavinck distinguishes two aspects of God’s unity (i.e. oneness), namely singularity and simplicity. 

God’s singularity is a statement about the number of divine beings that exist. Divine singularity 

means that there is only one God. 

God’s simplicity is a statement about the nature of this one divine being. Divine simplicity means 

that every attribute of God is identical with every other attribute of God and also with the essence 

of God itself. 

Singularity is discussed in this section (headed Unity); simplicity is discussed in the next section. 

*9. How is the doctrine of God’s unity related to the subject of idolatry (pp. 170-171)? 

Simplicity 

Before you proceed, just remind yourself briefly of the definition of divine simplicity, above. 

10. Bavinck uses an elegant argument for divine simplicity at the bottom of p. 173. Can you put it 

in your own words? 

Bavinck discusses the historical development of the doctrine of divine simplicity on pp. 174-175. 

Don’t worry too much about this.  

On pp. 176-177 Bavinck talks a little more about the doctrine of divine simplicity and its 

implications. 

*11. “In the case of creatures ... there is a difference between existing, being, living, knowing, 

willing, acting and so on” (p. 176). What does this mean?  

For reflection: Try to answer the following questions. Why might these questions be pastorally 

important? 

• Could a human being exist without being loving? 

• Could God exist without being loving? 

 

 

 


