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xi

Introduction

This is a book about the Christian life. It attempts to ad-
dress the heart of that life by considering some of the great 
truths concerning God. I interact with many conversation 

partners, mainly the Greek fathers of the ancient and early medi-
eval church— Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, John of Damascus, and 
Maximus the Confessor— though Augustine and Thomas Aquinas 
are never far away.

I have written this book to encourage love of God and reflec-
tion on how God’s life forms the rubric for imitation of God and 
participation in him. This book is a scholarly fruit of my reading 
of a range of (mostly) Greek teachers, written to aid my growth as 
an expositor and lover of the sacred page, hopefully helping others 
to do the same. Whether Gregory of Nyssa or Maximus, all these 
thinkers are united in their adoration of and devotion to the sacred 
page. Being properly preoccupied with God, they strove prayerfully 
to speak and write of God in truth.

My basic contention is that God’s existence, perfection, infinity, 
and immutability form a wellspring for Christian life. These “names” 
(I will discuss the use of this word in chap. 1) function as a template 
for Christian life. We are Christians when what is true of God is 
more, rather than less, true of us.

When I first began to think about the book, I thought it would 
concern Thomas’s use of Old Testament Scripture, in the first part 
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xii

of his Summa Theologiae (ST), dealing with the unity of God’s es-
sence. The more I considered the matter, the more I thought the 
subject too narrow. I have, instead, used Thomas’s framework in the 
first part of my book to offer a thoroughly theocentric account of 
Christian existence, what Gregory calls the “God- loved life.”1 The 
second part of the book discusses the impact of God on Christology 
and ecclesiology.

A twofold scriptural motif anchors the book. The first is imita-
tion. “Be imitators of God,” writes Paul (Eph. 5:1). The second is 
participation. “Thus he has given us . . . his precious and very great 
promises . . . [so that you] may become participants of the divine 
nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). Both themes help us to consider how we might 
resemble the God in whom we exist.

The pages to come unfold a program of  spiritual renewal 
founded on some of the essential names or attributes of the divine 
being. I describe something of the personal, moral, and spiritual 
import of  God “as He is in Himself.”2 Though the emphasis of 
sacred doctrine “is more theoretical [speculativa] than practical,” 
sacred doctrine is not indifferent to human acts.3 Instead, sacred 
doctrine as “theoretical in one respect and practical in another” 
considers “human acts only in so far as they prepare men for that 
achieved knowledge of God on which their eternal bliss reposes.”4 
In this book, I unite the contemplative and the practical. I offer a 
scripturally charged account of some of God’s essential names with 
a view to imitation of and participation in God. In other words, 
my concern with these attributes is descriptive and prescriptive. 
What do they say about God’s being, and what kind of life do they  
encourage?

1. Gregory of Nyssa, On the Christian Mode of  Life, in Ascetical Works, trans. 
Virginia Woods Callahan, Fathers of the Church (Washington, DC: Catholic Uni-
versity of America Press, 1967), 152. 

2. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (hereafter ST) I.2, trans. Blackfriars 
(London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964), 2:3.

3. Aquinas, ST I.1.4, in Basic Writings of  Saint Thomas Aquinas, ed. Anton C. 
Pegis, vol. 1, God and the Order of  Creation (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 9. The 
Latin speculativa can also be rendered “contemplative.” Such a translation is more 
fitting for my purposes.

4. ST I.1.5 (trans. Blackfriars, 1:17–19), I.1.4 (1:17).

Introduction
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xiii

The Centrality of Scripture

Scripture is central to the undertaking of writing this book. Scripture 
determines whether what the church proclaims is true about God. 
It also encourages the believing community to think of how claims 
regarding God’s nature, substance, and essence determine Christian 
life. Not surprisingly, Thomas opens his Summa by quoting 2 Timo-
thy 3:16–17: “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teach-
ing, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so 
that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for 
every good work.”5 As we begin the book, we need to clarify Scrip-
ture’s particular function, following 2 Timothy. Scripture teaches us 
about God, and it leads us on the journey to abundant life because 
Scripture belongs to God.

Let us consider for a moment how God uses Scripture. Thomas 
writes, “The Holy Scriptures are the way to salvation,” and that in 
three ways. “He [the author of 2 Timothy] commends Scripture by 
reason of its principle, by reason of its profitable effect, and by reason 
of its ultimate fruit and success.”6

We have Scripture because God, its principle, exists. Scripture 
is “from God” (2 Pet. 1:21). When we receive Scripture in faith, we 
receive God’s voice. Extracanonical writings instruct “mediately” 
(indirectly), whereas God instructs our understanding “immediately 
[directly] through the Sacred Scriptures.”7 Scripture always has prior-
ity, however, as Thomas argues, because of its immediacy to God. 
Therein lies its uniqueness and authority. No other collection of writ-
ings is God’s in the sense that Scripture is. When we draw near to 
Scripture, we draw near to God.

The effects of Scripture’s immediacy to God are twofold. Scripture 
“teaches man to know the truth and persuades him to work justice.”8 
As Thomas explains, sacred doctrine’s “chief aim” is to teach about 
God, who is truth itself, and to teach that God is “the beginning and 

5. ST I.1.1, s.c. (trans. Blackfriars, 1:7).
6. Thomas Aquinas, Commentaries on 2 Timothy §124, commenting on 2 Timo-

thy 3:16, in Commentaries on St. Paul’s Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 
trans. Chrysostom Baer (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2007), 136.

7. Aquinas, Commentaries on St. Paul’s Epistles §125.
8. Aquinas, Commentaries on St. Paul’s Epistles §127.

Introduction
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xiv

end of all things and of reasoning creatures especially.”9 Scripture 
teaches the truth, and at the same time it persuades us to mind the 
truth. The former highlights its speculative character, the latter its 
practical character. Scripture commends God. Scripture also com-
mends human works that commend God. Scripture encourages us 
to live a life transparent to God, a life in truth that works justice.

In the chapters ahead, I follow Thomas’s lead. I communicate 
something of God’s grandeur, and suggest how his creatures can 
imitate and participate in that grandeur. Accordingly, this book is 
both speculative and practical. Speculative reason’s subject matter is 
God, and practical reason’s subject matter is human action in refer-
ence to God. Each has different concerns, to be sure, but these “two 
things are necessary” to reason.10 Each must endeavor to know God 
and in so doing refute errors contrary to God and what God wills.

Scripture’s immediacy to God means many things. Most im-
portantly, Scripture teaches and persuades like no other. The Spirit 
breathes Scripture. Scripture instructs and convinces, not on its own 
steam but because of the Paraclete spoken of, for example, in John 
14:26 and 15:26. Scripture’s authority derives from its source— the 
truth. All talk of Scripture’s nature has to do with the possessive 
phrase “of God.” Scripture teaches about God and refutes those 
things that are contrary to God because its source is God himself.

We pay attention to Scripture because there is little else in this life 
more immediate to God than Scripture. The effects of Holy Scripture 
are great, and my calling as a theologian is to encourage others to lov-
ingly contemplate those effects. Scripture is sufficient, lacking noth-
ing. Scripture teaches the truth, which is God, and thereby reproves 
falsity; but Scripture’s function is not simply pedagogical. Scripture 
liberates. As Thomas says, Scripture is able to “free one from evil and 
lead him to the good.”11 I want to capture something of the sense of 
its liberating and leading ministry, especially as it instructs us in God 
and our imitation of him.

This book explores how we might imitate God’s existence, his 
manner of existence, his perfection, infinity, and immutability. We are 

9. ST I.1.2 (trans. Blackfriars, 2:3).
10. Aquinas, Commentaries on St. Paul’s Epistles §127.
11. Aquinas, Commentaries on St. Paul’s Epistles §127.
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xv

on holy ground in treating the God of whom Scripture speaks. The 
endeavor requires reliance on Lady Wisdom herself. Lady Wisdom 
gives us, following Wisdom of Solomon 10:10, “knowledge of holy 
things.” We begin our inquiry, then, with open hands. Sacred doctrine 
invites us to consider things “divinely revealed.” Lady Wisdom calls 
from “the highest places in the town” (Prov. 9:3). Those who consider 
God are made wise and discerning by the one whom they consider 
and imitate.12 This inquiry is indeed an exercise in wisdom (see ST 
I.1.6) because it concerns the wise architect, God himself.

But acquiring wisdom is not an end in itself. As Thomas’s appeal 
to Titus 1:9 in ST I.1.8 demonstrates, we, as those being made wise, 
are to exalt in what is true and convince others of its truthfulness. 
Therefore, wisdom and its pursuit have a regulative function. The 
wise “preach with sound doctrine” and “refute those who contradict 
it.”13 Hence, the treatment of God that follows is intended not only 
to assist those who preach but also to correct those— really all of 
us— who are tempted to live with less than God.

Scripture meets us where we are by using “corporeal things” to 
expound “spiritual truths.”14 Scripture has many senses, as Hebrews 
10:1, cited by Thomas in ST I.10, reminds us. But we must not be 
preoccupied with things that are shadows. We must deal with re-
alities. Since Thomas’s great work is so preoccupied with Scripture 
and its author, who is God, surely we are also not mistaken in being 
preoccupied with Scripture. We preoccupy ourselves with Scripture 
that we might be preoccupied with God. We do so in order to hear 
about God as he is and to learn what is essential to the three persons. 
What is essential to Father, Son, and Holy Spirit functions as the 
motor for Christian life.

The Basic Outline

I use the following names and topics as a rough template for the first 
section of the book: existence (chap. 1) and the manner of God’s 

12. ST I.1.3 (trans. Pegis 1:8).
13. ST I.1.8 (trans. Blackfriars, 1:29).
14. ST I.9 (trans. Pegis, 15).
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existence (chap. 2), perfection (chap. 3), infinity (chap. 4), and immu-
tability (chap. 5). These names are common to the Father, Son, and 
Spirit, though uniquely proper to each; they are convertible with their 
one essence, and we are called to imitate the names as we are called 
to exist as God does. Perfection is a dominical command (see Matt. 
5:48). We share as creatures in the gift of (relative) infinity. We are 
made immutable in and through Jesus Christ. God communicates his 
unity to us in order that we might be his likeness, not in an absolute 
but in a relative sense.

In chapter 6, I explore how these names designated above shape 
our christological thinking, especially concerning the unity of divinity 
and humanity in the one person of the Son. I then consider how the 
hypostatic union informs Christian life. In chapter 7, I explore the 
impact of these names on our thinking about the church. In chapter 8, 
I articulate something of the intensely personal dimension of teaching 
about God and the importance of how we speak of the one Lord God.

Scripture is at the forefront throughout the book. Psalm 53:1 and 
John 4:24 anchor my account of God’s existence and the manner 
of his existence. Matthew 5:48 is the center of my discussion of 
perfection, while Jeremiah 23:24 grounds the treatment of infinity, 
and Malachi 3:6 immutability. Thomas cites these passages in his 
treatment of the same subject matter in the first part of the Summa 
Theologiae. We shall see, as we consider these texts, Scripture’s ability 
to communicate the truth about God. We shall also see how all these 
attributes are communicable. In keeping with our thesis, the names 
determine and shape Christian life. The doctrine of God is fertile 
ground for Christian life. Though of course matters of Christian life 
are, in terms of doctrinal architecture, downstream of the doctrine 
of God, the Christian life is never far behind. I write this book in a 
personal voice that I trust is not wholly inadequate to convey deeply 
metaphysical truths.

Why This Book and Why Now?

This book has provided me with an occasion to read and reflect on 
figures in the Christian tradition hitherto largely unknown to me. I 
have sensed for some time the need to write a book on the Christian 

Introduction
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xvii

life firmly rooted in theology proper, indeed as an exercise in theology 
proper. I pursue the Lord with an unashamedly personal, doxologi-
cal, and prayerful voice. Over the course of the last decade or so, I 
have come to appreciate that the mode of communicating theological 
truth and the message communicated are inseparable. A devotional 
frame is appropriate to unfolding some of the riches of God’s being.

It is important to connect our reflections on Scripture with tracts 
of Christian teaching that are not always adequately integrated into 
our Christian faith traditions. When one reads Anselm’s Proslogion, 
one learns to pray even as one learns about God. We learn about 
God by praying.

The doctrine of God, of the one divine essence, is fertile ground 
for imitation. We imitate what we know and love, the Trinity. “Be 
imitators of God.” And so, what follows is a program for spiritual 
renewal in relation to God. It is about seeing the Christian life in ut-
terly theocentric terms, for conceiving Christian life as a pilgrimage 
toward ever greater likeness to God in and through Jesus Christ in 
order that his Father, our Father, might, in the Spirit, be “all in all” 
(1 Cor. 15:28).

Introduction

_Holmes_TheologyChristianLife_ES_bb.indd   17_Holmes_TheologyChristianLife_ES_bb.indd   17 6/30/21   12:04 PM6/30/21   12:04 PM

Christopher R. J. Holmes, A Theology of the Christian Life 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



Part One

_Holmes_TheologyChristianLife_ES_bb.indd   19_Holmes_TheologyChristianLife_ES_bb.indd   19 6/30/21   12:05 PM6/30/21   12:05 PM

Christopher R. J. Holmes, A Theology of the Christian Life 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



3

1

The Existence of God  
and the Christian Life

Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”

— Psalm 53:1

God exists. This is where we begin our spiritual journey. God’s 
existence is our first step toward imitating and participating 
in God. Let us think about this. Our pilgrimage begins with 

God, the reality of his existence. And it will finish with God, seeing 
him face to face. God is our beginning, middle, and end. God exists, 
and on this basis God speaks, communicates, and reveals himself to 
us in order that we might love him and, in turn, enjoy him.

Existence, in the case of God, is a name. We mean by this that 
existence is not a quality of God. Rather, existence is God himself. 
Existence is a name for being, not an inert conceptual property of 
being.1 God shows himself  to be one who, following Gregory of 

1. This is David Bentley Hart’s point. He blames Plato for not enduring “the mys-
tery of these names for being, and soon had to begin to substitute for them the inert 
conceptual properties of being.” David Bentley Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest: 
Essays in Theology and Metaphysics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 6.
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4

Nyssa, “possesses existence in [his] own nature.”2 Existence is a divine 
name, meaning that God is existence itself; existence is supremely 
true of God.

This work considers existence (a name) as a first priority, even in 
advance of love and power, because this is where Scripture begins. 
Scripture teaches us that God is the highest cause of all things.3 
Our treatment of God and the shape of life in relation to God rest 
on an understanding of God as the cause of our existence. Because 
God exists in and of himself, he is able to grant existence to what 
is not himself. God creates. The narrative pattern of Scripture be-
gins there. God causes things other than himself to exist. Because 
of God, there is something rather than nothing. And God needs 
no other thing in order to be, for God just is. Summarizing Martin 
Heidegger, David Bentley Hart puts it this way: “Nothing that is 
(including becoming) is able to account for itself.”4

To speak of God in this way is not a “natural” way of thinking. 
We are not contemplating God in a way that is independent of divine 
revelation in scriptural form. We are beholden to scriptural truth. 
Scripture summons us to confess God as the highest cause. Descrip-
tion of God as “the highest cause” (altissima causa) and as “deepest 
origin and highest end” is indicative of truths that exceed human 
reason without being contrary to it. Indeed, this is true of all matters 
pertaining to sacred doctrine, and not just the matter of recognizing 
God as our origin and end. Thinking about God in causal terms under 
the tutelage of the Scriptures means that we affirm God’s existence 
and that we recognize him as the great “I AM” of Exodus 3:14, the 
one who causes all things.5

2. Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of  Moses 2.23, trans. Abraham J. Malherbe and 
Everett Ferguson (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 60.

3. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (hereafter ST) I.6, in Basic Writings of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas, ed. Anton C. Pegis, vol. 1, God and the Order of  Creation 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 11. The Blackfriars translation— the enterprise of 
Dominicans from English- speaking provinces of the order and of their friends— 
runs thus: “Now holy teaching goes to God most personally as deepest origin and 
highest end.”

4. Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 16. In this regard, John writes, “All things 
came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being” 
(John 1:3).

5. Thomas cites this text in ST I.2.3, s.c.

A Theology of the Christian Life 
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We know God exists because of what God has made, following 
Romans 1:20.6 Creation’s origin and end of things— the technical 
Thomistic term is “effects,” whether of nature or of grace— is God, 
and the truth of our existence lies in God. Created things announce 
that they are made. They bear the likeness of their Creator. Even 
more, they “participate in manifold ways in that which is one in 
God.”7 Because created things participate in their cause, they are the 
means through which we understand God.

Recall that God is unseen (John 1:18). We cannot see God’s es-
sence “as it is in itself one.”8 Such uninterrupted seeing is for the 
life of the world to come. But we can, through created things, take 
“the first step towards understanding it [God’s essence].”9 The first 
attribute we derive from visible created things is that of existence. 
We proceed “from the features of the existence of the world [to] the 
principles of the world.”10 The features of the world manifest their 
ground— existence itself— and they do so naturally.

God knows himself to be existence itself, and God “discloses [this] 
for others to share.”11 Existence is convertible with God. God exists 
in relation to himself and is not caused by something outside himself. 
When we say God, we say the name existence. We indicate thereby 
that God is self- existent, needing nothing outside himself in order 
to be. Even more, God causes things whose existence lies in himself.

There is a crucial distinction at work here, and it is heuristic. 
We are talking about the distinction between existence (the that of 
God) and essence (the what of God). Visible things give us under-
standing of God, that God is. But they do not enable us “to know 
him comprehensively for what he is.”12 In scriptural terms, “no one 
has ever seen God” (John 1:18), and so we, on this side of glory, do 
not know him in a direct sense. This eschatological reserve is at work 

6. Thomas cites this text in ST I.2.2, s.c.
7. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.117, commenting on Rom. 

1:20, available at https://aquinas .cc /199 /en /~Rom.
8. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.117, commenting on Rom. 

1:20, trans. Fabian R. Larcher, OP (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Academic, 2020), 41.
9. ST I.2.2, s.c. (trans. Blackfriars, 2:9).
10. Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 23.
11. ST I.6 (trans. Blackfriars, 1:23).
12. ST I.2.2, ad. 3 (trans. Blackfriars, 2:11).

The Existence of God and the Christian Life 
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from the start. We know God to be identical with his goodness, life, 
and power, for example, but we do not know how. That is for heaven. 
In this life, we speak and sing of God’s existence, recognizing the 
inadequacy of what we voice. That said, a discourse that takes the 
form of “worship, prayer, and rejoicing” is less inadequate than any 
other— hence the form that this book takes.13

I AM

The first Scripture Thomas cites in his treatment of the self- evident 
character of God’s existence is, not surprisingly, Psalm 53:1.14 It is 
a foolish thing to say that there is no God because it goes against 
reality itself. All things exist in relation to God. The key to avoiding 
foolishness and thus to becoming wise is to recognize that God exists 
and exists otherwise than we do. For example, God is not capable of 
either doing or saying anything that is false, whereas we are. Though 
God’s effects demonstrate God’s existence, we can and often do ig-
nore their testimony, and that is because we are, frequently, foolish. 
Our foolishness, however, does not obviate, entirely, the witness of 
created things to God. That is why the fool speaks only to himself— in 
his heart. The fool denies his creatureliness. He ignores the Creator- 
creature distinction. The fool exists, therefore, in gross violation of 
the first commandment.

The first step toward genuine Christian existence is to acknowl-
edge God’s existence. Scripture starts with the twofold assumption 
that God exists and reveals himself. Neither God’s existence nor 
God’s speech is without effect. This is in contradiction to the fool’s 
speech. It has no power, whereas God’s word comes about—“Let 
there be . . .” The fool’s judgments regarding God are false. He treats 
fallible human reason as if it were infallible. He speaks in relation to 
himself and not God. He is like the one who builds on sand, thinking 
sand is as stable as rock (see Matt. 7:24–27; Luke 6:47–49). The fool 
ignores the Book of Nature and thus is indifferent and even hostile 
toward the Scriptures.

13. Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 27.
14. ST I.2.1, s.c. (trans. Blackfriars, 2:5–7).

A Theology of the Christian Life 
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The Scriptures, especially the Old Testament Scriptures, delight 
in recording how God speaks through created things. A donkey— 
Balaam’s— speaks God’s message; the heavens declare God’s maj-
esty; prophets like Jeremiah declare searing words from the Lord to 
stubborn kings. Created things, incarnate and discarnate, animals, 
humans, to say nothing of angels, speak words that are not their 
own but from the Lord God. When they do so, their words have ef-
fect; they do not come back empty, for they bear the Lord’s voice 
(see Isa. 55:11).

Accordingly, it is fitting to begin treatment of the Christian life 
with God’s existence. This name above all others instructs us in the 
nature of the relationship between the created and uncreated.15 This 
relationship, we discover, is a participatory one. For example, God is 
life. Life belongs to God, and life, whether it be human or the life of 
living things such as trees, exists only in relation to God. God is life, 
and the lives of creatures have a certain likeness to God insofar as 
the life they have is a participation in God. Created things (works of 
nature) as well as supernatural things (works of grace) participate in 
their cause. The same is true of creatures’ goodness. Life and good-
ness are true of creatures. To be a creature is to participate “in that 
which is one in God.”16

We exist and God exists, but there is always a great dissimilarity 
between God’s mode of existence and our own.17 God is superemi-
nent. Existence is not something common to both God and us, as 
if existence were outside and beyond God. Thomas’s treatment of 
God’s one essence, as we shall see, is satisfying, biblically speaking, 

15. John Behr notes that with respect to Origen’s On First Principles, “the dis-
tinction between the uncreated and the created finds its place within his overarching 
apostolic distinction between the seen and transient, on the one hand, and the un-
seen and eternal, on the other.” Introduction to Origen, On First Principles, ed. and 
trans. John Behr (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 1:xliv. Behr argues that the 
distinction between the created and uncreated is basic to the later tradition, though 
not basic to Origen. I am thankful to Behr for a treatment of Origen encouraging 
renewed attention to 2 Cor. 4:18.

16. Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.117, commenting on Rom. 1:20 (trans. 
Larcher, 41).

17. See further Erich Przywara’s magisterial treatment in Erich Przywara, Analogia 
Entis: Metaphysics— Original Structure and Universal Rhythm, trans. John R. Betz 
and David Bentley Hart (Grand Rapid: Eerdmans, 2014).
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because it recognizes how the two books given to us by God— nature 
and scriptural revelation— are compatible with each other. Though 
there are profound differences between the two— Scripture interprets 
the former— we see that created things speak of the existence of their 
Creator, just as Scripture reveals knowledge of the inner nature of 
their Creator.

The fool cannot receive invisible truth communicated by Scripture 
because he cannot accept the testimony of visible things—“Look at 
the birds,” says Jesus (Matt. 6:26). That is why the fool can only say, 
not effect, something. The fool has no reality; his speech is grounded 
in nothing and has no power. But God’s speech brings about that 
of which he speaks. “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3). God’s speech is 
creative and at the same time revelatory of himself, whereas the fool’s 
speech can only reside in himself. It has neither creative power nor 
revelatory power concerning truth.

How do we avoid foolishness in favor of the great I AM? What 
kind of moral and spiritual program is necessary to speak of God 
as self- subsisting, as one for whom existence is not an attribute but 
a noun? How may we imitate the great I AM? The reason the fool is 
mistaken as to God’s existence is that his heart is cold and his soul 
callous. Lack of virtue and piety— that is the problem. In this chapter 
(as with the book as a whole) I describe the kind of piety appropriate 
to an understanding of God as one who exists.

There is another way to put this: The fool’s problems are not 
only intellectual. They are also spiritual and moral. It is because he 
is wicked that he does not believe that God exists. His wickedness 
and ungodliness, to use Paul’s language from Romans 1:18, prevent 
him from knowing what exists in and of itself and is good by nature. 
Because the fool does not know what is good, he desires neither to 
participate in it nor to imitate it. The same, however, is not true of the 
wise man. As Gregory notes, “Those who know what is good by nature 
[i.e., God] desire participation in it.”18 Those who are virtuous will 
not entertain improper notions about God’s nature, as does the fool.

Our journey in this life is (hopefully) toward purity. Without purity 
of heart, it is impossible to speak truthfully of God. Our journey is 

18. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 1.7.
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also a journey into true creatureliness. God’s names structure how we 
think about our creatureliness in relation to God.19 Thomas knows 
this, and this is why his program is so attentive to how we speak of 
divine things. As we grow in reverence for God, we put foolish things 
behind. We become wise; we exist in a way that is more, rather than 
less, Godlike. We stop thinking of God as mutable and subject to 
passions and whims. We long, instead, to imitate God, to be like him, 
impassible, steadfast, and faithful.

The fool is not worthy of God because the fool is wedded to him-
self and his own opinions. He thinks things that are false because he 
thinks himself the measure of all things. Virtue and proper notions 
of God are always directly related. The predominance of Old Testa-
ment wisdom texts in ST I.1 reminds us that proper notions about the 
divine nature— sacred doctrine’s concern— are an intellectual fruit 
of reverence. If we hide from the truth of our creatureliness, we will 
think and say things that are false.

Thomas’s comments on Psalms 53:1 in his Psalms commentary 
are particularly apt. Thomas reminds us that sinners love sin; hence 
the designation wicked. Their wickedness, he says, comes “from 
the contempt for God.” The primary fruit of foolishness is hostility 
toward God, which is the fruit of denying one’s creatureliness. The 
wise, however, do not hold God in contempt, “for wisdom has to do 
with divine cognition.”20 Wisdom knows God as God exists— that 
is, as one who exists in and through himself. The wise person knows 
herself to be created. She sees herself as a participation in existence 
itself, dependent on God— who is existence itself.

Thomas’s discussion of Psalm 53 is also helpful and worth brief 
exploration. Thomas cites Anselm—“nobody is capable of thinking 
God not to be”— as a platform for discussing “two ways in which 
something can be unknown to us. In one way, on its own account, 
in the other way, with respect to us.” In terms of the first, Thomas 
has in mind “things that are unknown to us that are foremost with 
respect to being, like contingency, prime matter, motion, and time.” 
In terms of the second way, he has in mind “those things [that] are 

19. See further Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 42.
20. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Psalms 52, trans. Gregory Sadler, avail-

able at http://hosted .desales .edu /w4 /philtheo /loughlin /ATP /Psalm _52 .html.
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unknown to us that excel our cognition.” This refers to God. Thomas 
continues, “I say therefore that if we consider God in Himself, he 
cannot be thought not to be.” It is, in other words, impossible to 
conceive of God as not existing—“no proposition is better known 
than that one whose predicate is included in the subject.” When 
we say “God is,” we say something that is true with respect to God 
himself. Existence is true of God himself, as God is existence itself. 
However, God’s being— God’s essence—“is not known to us, but it 
becomes known to us by effects.”21 We know God, in the pure act of 
being that he is, via his effects.

The fool who denies God does so in the face of “any effects of 
God whatsoever,” whether they be either God’s providential work-
ings or miracles. The fool also denies his heart, since what God is 
“is in the heart from God [by God’s agency],” and the fool “chooses 
none of this.” The fool is, as a result, corrupted. He becomes prey 
to “the heat of lust and fear”;22 his life becomes devoid of good. For 
the Christian, however, the love of God is concomitant with good 
works. God knows those who do good, but God is displeased with 
the fool. There is little in the fool that is of God, and so more and 
more in himself that is against God.

How Do We Know That God Exists?

It is worth pausing, for a moment, to consider how we know of God’s 
existence. In his remarkable discussion of Romans 1:20, Thomas says 
that we cannot know “what God is,” citing the inscription in Acts 
17:23: “to the unknown God.” We cannot know God’s whatness 
because our “knowledge begins with things connatural to him [i.e., 
us, humankind], namely, sensible creatures, which are not propor-
tioned to representing the divine essence.”23 The divine essence is 
invisible, and so cannot be represented by the sensible. The divine 
essence— the “what” of God— is unknowable because of the extent 
to which God supersedes “sensible creatures.” This is not a counsel 
for despair, however; just because we know in a creaturely— that is, 

21. Aquinas, Commentary on the Psalms 52.
22. Aquinas, Commentary on the Psalms 52.
23. Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.114, commenting on Rom. 1:20.
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sensible— way does not mean that we cannot know God at all. We 
know God in a way befitting our creatureliness.

Thomas continues: we are “capable of knowing God from such 
[sensible] creatures in three ways, . . . first of all through causality.” 
Created things have an “unchangeable and unfailing principle,” and 
that is God. In knowing God through what God causes, “it can be 
known that God exists.” We know that God exists because God 
causes things other than God. Second, God “can be known by the 
way of excellence.” Though God is “a common and exceeding cause,” 
God’s excellence is shown in that he “is above all things” that he 
causes. God does not exist alongside what he creates. God exists, 
rather, as one who is above what he creates. God completely exceeds 
created things, even as he gives them a share in his existence. Third 
and last, God “can be known by the way of negation.” Because God’s 
existence exceeds what he causes, “nothing in creatures can belong 
to him,” for “God is unchangeable and infinite.”24 Accordingly, God 
does not exist as we do. Our life is a participation in the life of God, 
whereas the reverse is not true.

Two of  Thomas’s intentions in describing the nature of  our 
knowledge of God’s existence are particularly relevant to our dis-
cussion. First, the three ways of knowing agree with the light of 
reason. There is nothing unreasonable about affirming God’s ex-
istence in the manner sketched above. Though we cannot see what 
God is, we can be lead to God through the light of reason. Such 
light does not contradict the light of  faith, though the light of 
faith utterly exceeds reason. Second, denying God’s existence is 
(again) foolishness. Unbelief contradicts the light of reason. It goes 
against the very grain of existence, which is caused by God him-
self. Unbelief has no ground and is absurd. Therefore, unbelief is 
profoundly immoral; it discourages a life of “innocence” that leads 
to the “divine image.”25 This is the kind of thinking behind Paul’s 
statements in Romans 3:9–20, especially verse 10, which is a para-
phrase of Ecclesiastes 7:20. Unbelief is unreasonable and immoral, 
denoting a state that degrades our humanity, leading us away from  
God.

24. Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.115, commenting on Rom. 1:20.
25. Aquinas, Commentary on the Psalms 52.
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Being a human being is a moral undertaking. The same goes for 
being a Christian. Human existence involves “in every moment . . . 
always a moment of judgment.” The fool forgets this and refuses “to 
love all things in the love of God.”26 When the fool says there is no 
God, he does not speak out of ignorance. Instead, as Thomas notes 
in his commentary on Romans 1:20, ignorance of God proceeds from 
guilt, which leads to vanity. Fools are foolish because they have failed 
to worship God. The fool denies that God exists because he does not 
give thanks to God as the cause of all that is good. The creaturely 
correlate of acknowledging God’s existence is worship. Foolishness 
is a fruit of the denial of one’s creatureliness. Were the fool to be 
thankful, he would believe. Were he to lean on God, his thinking 
would be less futile.

Surprising though it may seem, there is an eschatological dimen-
sion to thinking about God’s existence. God’s existence is one with 
himself, just as God’s goodness and power are one in and with him-
self. However, things will be different in heaven. Not that God will 
be different— of course!— but that we will know God differently. Our 
knowing will be complete. Knowledge will give way to sight. We will 
see the eternal God, “the ultimate end unto which all things tend.”27 
God’s essence will be “known to us in regard to what it is.”28

Foolishness ends, as far as this life is concerned, in exhaustion. 
The fool contends against the grain of his creatureliness. He resists 
God, toward whom all things move. The fool lacks patience and, 
with that, humility. He assumes that the unseen is unreal. He can-
not accept that knowing and loving are modes of seeing. The fool’s 
existence is entropic, the denial of “the common good in which all 
things participate.”29 This is tragic. As Gregory writes, those “who do 
not acknowledge God . . . are delivered up to shameful affections.”30

Following Ephesians 4:23, the fool needs a renewal of “the spirit 
of your minds.” He must turn to Scripture. In embracing “spiritual 
contemplation” of Scripture, we become less foolish. As Gregory 

26. Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 39.
27. Hart, The Hidden and the Manifest, 37.
28. Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.117, commenting on Rom. 1:20.
29. Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 1.6.117, commenting on Rom. 1:20.
30. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.76.
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says, spiritual contemplation of “scripture leads our understanding 
upward to the higher levels of virtue.”31 Virtue— purity of heart— is 
necessary for contemplation of God, for recognizing God as God is. 
Without Scripture, we lack the means God uses to correct our foolish-
ness. As we contemplate Scripture, we learn the character of God’s 
existence and the extent to which God’s existence is unlike our own. 
God is not double- minded, to say nothing of being foolish. The wise 
person speaks of God in ways commensurate with God.

A wise and pure form of life “pertains to the Divine.” As Gregory 
writes, the two sides of virtues are both “[learning] the things which 
must be known about God” and “learning by what pursuits the virtu-
ous life is perfected.”32 Virtue involves knowing God and the modes 
of life that encourage such knowledge. Scripture thus aids virtue. Its 
literal sense is not isolated from the spiritual; the literal has a spiritual 
meaning. The spiritual meaning “agrees with the literal account.”33 
The literal yields to the spiritual, whether we are talking about Scrip-
ture or visible things in general. The fool does not understand the 
interpretation either of the Book of Nature or the Scriptures. The 
proper interpretation is possible only if we have been “striving toward 
virtue.”34 God assists the understanding of those who are virtuous, 
helping them to see that all things exist in relation to himself.

Spiritual Sight

God’s effects attest their cause. Fools deny, as Gregory notes, “the 
secret and ineffable areas of the intelligence.”35 Conscience, following 
Romans 2:15, is among those areas. Fools deny God’s exterior and 
interior witness to his existence.

Virtue— as the fruit of good works— and belief go together. With-
out virtue, we lack faith and “conscience toward life.”36 The lack of 
a “conscience toward life” encourages the nihilism that is rampant 

31. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.152.
32. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.166.
33. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.217.
34. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.49.
35. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.188.
36. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.192.
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today. Nihilism cannot see what is beautiful; the nihilistic mind is 
dark, unable to see excellence, unable to see “what is beyond”— 
namely, God. Nihilism’s end is death— nonexistence. Unbelief and 
the nihilism it encourages— foolishness, really— lacks the desire for 
anything good, collapsing in on itself. Sloth is the fruit of the fool’s 
denial. The wise person, however, sees the invisible in the visible, 
existence itself reflected in creaturely goodness. Remarkably, the fool 
does not deny that God cannot be known. His judgment is more 
basic. God is nonexistent, the fool says. He “has turned from true 
Being to what he considers by sense perception to have being.”37 The 
only thing that has true being for the fool is himself. The fool thinks 
that God is some thing among other things to be known (or denied). 
The fool, in his foolishness, does not turn to God, whose “nature is 
to transcend all characteristics.”38 Existence is not a characteristic. 
More than that, existence is God himself. God is I AM.

The more we long for God and the greater our sincerity in con-
fessing God, the greater is the intensity of our existence. To exist is 
to long for God. The more keen the desire for God, the sincerer our 
imitation of God. The more we grow into our creatureliness, the more 
we honor the difference between God and ourselves. We are created; 
God is not. Just as the fool’s denial of God leads to his diminish-
ment, so does our imitation of God lead to flourishing and increase.

The burden of this book is to unfold glimpses of the biblical tes-
timony to God’s essential names, names which give rise to an overtly 
ascetical mode of life. The fool is not ascetically inclined, because 
he judges good with reference to himself. As a result, he does not 
discover what is truly good. He can neither see nor do good because 
his existence is self- enclosed. Self- control, humility— these things are 
not part of his vocabulary.

In contemplating God’s existence, we begin where Moses began. 
Moses did not begin shepherding the people of God with a face- 
to- face encounter with God. Instead, he was confronted by a voice 
speaking through a burning bush. His task was to follow God’s ter-
rifying voice, which he did. Moses made progress in hearing God’s 
voice and eventually experienced God’s coming to him “in a dense 

37. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.234.
38. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.234.
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cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak with you and 
so trust you ever after” (Exod. 19:9). Moses, in time, became God’s 
friend (see Exod. 33:11). Few of us on this side of glory will enjoy 
such intimacy with God. However, we can aim, as Gregory notes, “to 
be called servants of God by virtue of the lives we live.”39

As we advance in the highest virtues— faith, hope, and love— we 
bear some of the “distinguishing marks” of the divine character in 
ourselves. We begin to exist in likeness to God, in a Godlike way. God, 
the One Who Is, exists, and this God shares with us his existence, 
his essence in the pure act of being that he is.40 We begin to live in a 
participatory manner, using existence as our starting point, just as 
Scripture does. Once there was nothing, and now there is something, 
all because of God.

As we contemplate Moses’s life, we see the twofold revelation of 
God’s name. First is the signification of the divine nature, “I am who 
I am” (Exod. 3:14). This is not a personal name. Rather, it pertains to 
God’s essence, which is existence itself. This is God’s proper name. 
The further revelation is that God says to Moses that he is “the 
Lord, the God of your ancestors” (Exod. 3:15). The divine name is 
“two names.”41

Following Thomas, we begin with existence. The intention is to 
describe the One Who Is, who is existence itself, personally as the 
Lord. The metaphysical and the personal “support” each other.42 This 
is why the treatment that follows moves seamlessly between the Old 
Testament and the New Testament. There is one God: the Lord God 
who speaks to Moses and who was born of the virgin.

Herein we see the Christian life coming into focus. Divine names 
like “existence” encourage “conformity to the archetype.”43 We are 
called to imitate and conform to the divine names. With God as our 
helper, we bear in ourselves, by grace, the glimpses of the distinguish-
ing marks of the I AM. We become more real rather than less, more 
ourselves as creatures, when we submit to the One Who Is, whose 

39. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.315.
40. Thomas Joseph White, Exodus (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2016), 42.
41. White, Exodus, 39.
42. White, Exodus, 294.
43. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.318.
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essence it is to exist. We want “to be known by God and to become 
his friend.”44 We become his friend insofar as we resemble him. God 
is friendly to those in whom there is more rather than less of him, 
those whose lives are coincident with his. What is true of God— of 
the three, of the being common to them— is true of us in a relative 
sense when we become God’s friend. We become truly human. We 
are not displaced but healed.

When we think about the personal name of God, the Lord, we see 
how we may become friendly with God. The Lord speaks to Moses 
and makes Moses and his people his own, suffering their infidelity 
while remaining faithful and ultimately destroying hard- heartedness 
on the cross. Gregory calls us to the “spiritual interpretation of the 
things spoken literally.”45 I engage in this spiritual interpretation of 
Scripture with a view to Christian life, an exercise in transferring to 
our lives “what is contemplated.” “Becoming God’s friend [is] the 
only thing worthy of honor and desire.”46 We consider what God 
is, and how God conforms us to his archetype, and all that through 
the ultimate, once- and- for- all revelation of his personal name, the 
Lord Jesus Christ.

Conclusion

God bears the name existence, manifest in his revelation to Moses as 
the great I AM. A fitting home for imitation of God is the general, 
the names common to the three persons. God would have us be like 
him and act like him. In considering the existence of God as pure 
act, we encounter one who, because he is existence itself, is entirely 
actual. The wise person participates in God’s existence, loving rather 
than denying him. She exists in likeness to God. Accordingly, con-
sideration of God’s existence provides us with our first window into 
Christian life, understood in theocentric terms. In contradistinction 
to the actions of the fool, such a life begins with acknowledging that 
God exists. Existence is archetypal, as are the other names we will 

44. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.320.
45. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.320.
46. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of  Moses 2.320.
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explore. The manner of God’s existence provides fertile ground for 
conceiving of life in relationship with him.

In thinking diligently about the manner of God’s existence, we 
believe that he exists, but we know not the manner in which he ex-
ists. The dissimilarity between Creator and creature is always greater 
than the similarity. Nonetheless, as we acknowledge God and begin 
to love and thank him for the gift of existence, we become like him. 
We recognize that the life we have and the life of the whole created 
order is not proper to us but proper to him. A God- loved life begins 
with God. God exists—I AM. The Lord longs to render us intimate 
with and capable of walking in his company.
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