2 CALVIN ON THE WORD AND SACRAMENT

dismay and paralyse invocation”.! How then, asks Calvin, can
man come to know God? “If the angels tremble at God’s glory,
if they vail themselves with their wings, what should we do
who creep upon this earth?”2 “For if the mountains melt at the
sight of Him, what must needs happen to mortal man, than
whom there is nothing more frail and feeble?”3

It is to be noted that, in his exposition of the Old Testament,
when Calvin comes to the discussion of those passages which
speak of man as having “seen God”, he almost invariably points
out that such phrases should not be interpreted to mean that
they saw God “as He really is”, but only “as far as He can be
beheld by mortal man”.4 “Thus in ancient times God appeared
to the Holy fathers, not as He is in Himself but so far as they
could endure the rays of His infinite brightness.”s “When God
exhibited Himself to the view of the fathers, He never appeared
such as He actually is, but such as the capacity of men could
perceive.”6 God, in revealing Himself to man, has to transform
Himself by covering over that in Himself which man by reason
of his sinfulness cannot bear to see, and by modifying that in
Himself which man’s mind is too small to grasp.

2. God, in revealing Himself, adapts Himself
to the capacity of man

The gulf between God and man can be bridged. In this
impossible situation in which man cannot bear that God as He
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