Religious Studies Topic 1:  The Nature of God


What Christians believe about God
Christians are monotheists, which means that they believe there is only one God. 
Evidence from the Bible that there is only one God:

· "Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one." (Deuteronomy 6:4) 

· "I am the LORD, and there is no other; apart from me there is no God. I will strengthen you, though you have not acknowledged me, so that from the rising of the sun to the place of its setting men may know there is none besides me. I am the LORD, and there is no other." (Isaiah 45:5-6) 

· ""The most important [commandment]," answered Jesus, "is this: 'Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one."" (Mark 12:29) 
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What is God Like? 
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According to Christianity God is not like anything else that exists.  This means that it can be very difficult to describe God.  Everyday language is always about ordinary things but God is not ordinary.  When some people think about God they think He looks human e.g. a head, arms, body, legs etc.  To think of God in this way, means that you are being anthropomorphic.  

God is often described as holy which means special, separate and different.  
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A spirit, 'God is Spirit.' (John chapter 4 verse 24)  (Not tangible)
· Invisible.  We cannot see Him although He is there all the time.  This means that we cannot make accurate pictures or images of Him.
· Eternal, 'You are always the same, your years never end.' (Psalm 102 verse 27)  God is outside time.  He always existed.
· Some Christians think God is Transcendent.  This means that God exists outside of the created world.  He is far removed from us.  We will never really know Him.
· Infinite. (infinite means never-ending, unlimited, immeasurable)  He isn't limited in any of the ways that we're limited. He knows everything. His knowledge is unlimited, and his power is unlimited. He can do whatever he wants. God is completely and utterly in control of everything that has ever happened or ever will happen – the bad stuff as well as the good stuff.  God is infinite in His being – everywhere. Everywhere at once - omnipresent, God is not limited by having a physical body, and is everywhere at all times.  'I can never escape from your Spirit! I can never get away from your presence!' (Psalm 139 verses 7 - 10)  Because of this, he doesn't experience things as happening one after another, as we do. Rather, all times are equally present to him. In the same way as all times are equally present to God, so are all places. God is everywhere. 

· Infinite in His wisdom.  God’s knowledge is eternal – it does not grow or diminish – He knows everything.  He is all knowing - omniscient, 'Lord, you know everything.' (John chapter 21 verse 17 second half of the verse) 'God alone has all wisdom.' (Daniel chapter 2 verse 20)

· Infinite in His power.  God is all powerful - omnipotent, 'With God everything is possible.' (Matthew chapter 19 verse 26, Genesis 18 v 24, Genesis 21 v 1 – 7)
· Infinite in His truth.  Hebrews 6 v 18 and Titus 1 v 2 says that God cannot lie.
· Unchangeable.  This means that God’s character is perfect
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Creator of the world and everything in it, and has a purpose for the world.  (Genesis 1 v 1)  He is the life giver. (Genesis 2 v 7) 
· Distinct from what He has made.  Some people think that everything that exists is part of God.  Christians do not believe this.  Christians believe that the Bible teaches that God is separate from His universe. 
· Infinite in His Holiness, justice and goodness.  God is Holy and pure, 'You must be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy.'  (Leviticus chapter 19 verse 2)  God is sorrowful over our sin.  (Genesis 6 v 6 – 7)  When Christians say that God is holy they mean that He is utterly separate and above the human race.  In the Old Testament God showed the human race that He had fixed standards for daily living.  God calls us to be holy, that is, to live holy lives, free from evil and lives which please Him. Good, 'O Lord, you are so good, so ready to forgive, so full of unfailing love for all who ask your aid.' (Psalm 68 verse 5)  Because God is personal, he has a particular character. He likes some things, and dislikes (or hates) others. In particular, God likes truth, love, justice, kindness and goodness, and hates dishonesty, injustice, unkindness and every sort of evil.  Judge.  (Matthew 13 v 30, Revelation 20 v 11 – 14)  God alone is qualified to judge human beings, and the Bible tells us that one day He will.  Christians believe that God is a just God.  Imagine how terrifying it would be to live with an unjust God.  
· Wonderful.  God is the most amazing being there is - infinitely good, infinitely wise, infinitely powerful. He is great, and glorious. He is the only being there is who fully deserves our praise and worship - not because God needs us, or is on some kind of ego trip, but because of who he is.
· Mysterious.  We can't understand everything about God. There are some things about God that are beyond our understanding. For example:  Why God allows evil and suffering. Surely if God is good, and God is all-powerful, he could stop all the injustice and suffering in the world? There are some answers to why God allows suffering and evil, but there are also some things about this that we don’t understand yet. In a strange kind of way, the fact that there are some things about God that are mysterious is one of the reasons that convinces Christians that this is the truth. If we could know everything there was to know about God, and understand everything about God, that would suggest that this ‘God’ just been made up by human beings – by minds no more powerful than our own.
· Forgiving, 'You are a God of forgiveness, gracious and merciful, slow to become angry and full of unfailing love and mercy.' (Nehemiah chapter 9 verse 17) 
· Interested in how people behave, and wants them to treat each other properly. (Exodus 20)
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Infinite in Love, 'Anyone who does not love does not know God, for God is love.' (1 John chapter 4 verse 8)  Christians believe that God loves mankind in which Jesus came to give His life to offer eternal life to anyone who would receive Him. (John 3:14-21)           One of the most wonderful truths of the whole Bible is that God loves human beings.  If we didn’t know this, there is a lot about Him that we would fear and dread – His majesty, His purity, His justice, His power etc.  However, God loves us in the same way that a parent loves their child.  He sympathises with our weaknesses, He has compassion on us.  He goes out of His way to help those in need, the poor, the lonely, the troubled, the sad etc.  We can see this in the way He looked after the Jewish people – even though they rebelled against Him.  God could be easily described here as our Shepherd.  (Psalm 23)  He sent His son Jesus, to die so that we could receive forgiveness for our sins.  This is agape love – sacrificial love.
· Personal.  God isn't an impersonal thing, like ‘the Force’ in star wars. He's a ‘he’, not an ‘it’. He is concerned for everyone.  Christians see that in the Bible there are countless examples of times when God helped, cared for, assisted, individuals.  For example, God walked and talked with Adam and Eve, He met with Joseph, Moses, David, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel etc.   Today Christians believe that God still speaks to individuals, for example, through other people, through the Bible, through Sermons etc. Because of this, we can know what God is really like (and what he wants us to be like). We aren't just left to guess, or to make up our own ideas about what God is like. God has told us everything we need to know. He hasn’t told us everything there is to know, or even everything that we might like to know.
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The names given to God in the Old Testament part of the Bible tell us about Him:  
Examples- El Elohim = God most high, God is transcendent (above all), superhumanly strong and eternal.  He does not depend on anything.  Adonay = The one who rules over everything external to Him  Yahweh = Lord of Hosts, God’s personal name for Himself which He told Moses at the Burning Bush.  It means – I am what I am – a declaration of independence, self determination, love, faithfulness, forgiveness, kindness, patience, and commitment. 
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· Daddy.  When Jesus prayed he used the word abba for father – which really means daddy.  To call God daddy shows a close relationship. 
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· Mummy.  Some Christians like to think of God as their mum.  Jesus did compare God to a mother on one occasion – like a mother hen who looks after her chicks.
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God Is Like Jesus.  Jesus is the "perfect image" of God. Jesus came to show us exactly what God is like. (John 14:9-10)  “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”  Hebrews 1:1-3 tells us that God has spoken to us through the Son, His Heir.  The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of God’s being.  John 1:18 says, no one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, has shown us what God is like.  Jesus is kind because God is kind. Jesus healed people because God likes to heal people. Jesus liked the poor because God likes the poor. Jesus taught the truth because God is Truth. Jesus was sinless because God is sinless and Jesus taught with authority because God is God. Jesus tells us what God is like but as an "image" as a small scale representation that we can understand. Jesus, though He was God, did not hurl galaxies around while He was on earth. Jesus is our clearest signpost to what God is like. Jesus was uncompromising yet merciful, kind yet full of truth, wise yet humble. He always acted in love because God always acts in love and freedom .He is utterly free and wishes us to be free also. 
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The names given to Jesus in the Bible tell us about God.  The various names of Jesus tell us about God.  For Example, Jesus is called the Bread of Life (John 6 v 35 – referring to His life giving role), the Light of the World (John 8 v 12 – referring to the fact that God is truth and the universal answer to man’s needs), The Vine (John 15 v 1 – referring to the fact that we gain life from the vine, we cannot live separated from the vine)

· Three persons in one (The Doctrine of the Trinity) – God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. This is also beyond our understanding. But the fact that something is beyond our understanding doesn't mean it contradicts itself, or that it can’t be true. Even in everyday life, there are many things that we don’t understand, but they're true.  
The Trinity

One of the ways that Christians try to express their understanding of what God is like is called the Doctrine of the Trinity.  This belief tries to express how God can be understood in three different ways – as God the Father, as God the Son, and as God the Holy Spirit.  This does not mean that there are three different Gods.  Christians do not pretend that this belief is easy to understand.  Over the centuries, however, many analogies have been suggested to help worshippers understand the Trinity.  Water, or H²0, provides us with one of the most helpful illustrations.  We can experience water in one of three different forms – as water when in liquid form, as ice when it is solid, or as steam when it is a gas or vapour.  Water, ice and steam are three different forms but they are all H²0.  It is only the nature in which they are experienced that changes.  Another example could be as follows. A girl called Sarah could be Sarah the daughter, or Sarah the friend, or Sarah the swimmer, while being the same person all the time.  The doctrine of the Trinity shows how God’s relationship with humanity works in different ways.

The doctrine of the Trinity is difficult for us to comprehend, but it would be presumptuous of us to expect to understand everything about the infinite God with our finite, limited minds. We can see that the Bible clearly says that there is one God.
A summary of what Christians believe about the Trinity? 

1. Christians believe that the doctrine of the Trinity is Biblical. 

2. Christians believe that the Trinity is the one true God revealed as the Father, the Son (Jesus), and the Holy Spirit. 

3. Christians believe that the Father is identified as God. (Galatians 1:3) 

4. Christians believe that Jesus is identified as God. (John 1:1-3, John 1:14-18, 1 John 1:1-4, 1 John 5:20) 

5. Christians believe that the Holy Spirit is identified as God. (John 14:16-17, John 16:7-15, Acts 5:3-4, 1 Corinthians 12:4-18, Hebrews 10:15-18) 

God the Father:

Calling God His Father was a favourite expression of Jesus and He encouraged His disciples to refer to God in the same way.  This was a way of teaching them that God cared for them and loved them, just as a good human father cares and loves his children.  Christians believe that it was God as Father who created the world and keeps it in existence.
God the Son:

Christians believe that the most complete revelation of God has come to them through Jesus.  They believe that He was God’s Son, born to the Virgin Mary – God in flesh.  This was how He was able to show people something of the true nature of God.  Christians believe that Jesus came into the world to suffer and die for the sins of mankind.  He rose from the dead three days after being crucified.
God the Holy Spirit:

Christians believe that after Jesus returned to Heaven He sent His Holy Spirit to guide His followers into all truth.  Christians believe that the Holy Spirit lives in the lives of Christians giving them comfort, courage and help with decisions.
Two famous creeds – statements of Christian belief tell us a little more of what Christians believe about God:

1.  The Apostles' Creed (A statement of what christians believe)
I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth: 

And in Jesus Christ, his only begotten Son, our Lord: 

Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary: 

Suffered under Pontius Pilate; was crucified, dead and buried: He descended into hell: 

The third day he rose again from the dead: 

He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty: 

From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead: 

I believe in the Holy Ghost: 

I believe in the holy Catholic Church: the communion of saints: 

The forgiveness of sins: 

The resurrection of the body: 

And the life everlasting. Amen. 

2.  The Nicene Creed (A statement of what Christians believe)   
   We believe in one God
      the Father, the Almighty,
      maker of heaven and earth,
      of all that is, seen and unseen. 

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
      the only Son of God,
      eternally begotten of the Father,
      God from God, Light from Light,
      true God from true God,
      begotten, not made,
      of one Being with the Father;
      through him all things were made.
      For us and for our salvation
          he came down from heaven,
          was incarnate of the Holy Spirit
          and the Virgin Mary
          and became truly human.
          For our sake he was crucified
          under Pontius Pilate;
          he suffered death and was buried.
          On the third day he rose again
          in accordance with the Scriptures;
          he ascended into heaven
          and is seated at the right hand
          of the Father.
          He will come again in glory
          to judge the living and the dead,
          and his kingdom will  have no end. 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord,
          and the giver of life,
      who proceeds from the Father and the Son,
      who with the Father and the Son
          is worshiped and glorified,
      who has spoken through the prophets.
      We believe in the one holy catholic 
          (Christian) and apostolic church.
      We acknowledge one baptism
          for the forgiveness of sins.
      We look for the resurrection of the dead,
          and the life of the world to come. Amen.

Do Christians worship three Gods?
 

1. The Father is identified as being God. (1 Peter 1:2)  Most have no problems with the Bible teaching that the Father is identified as God, but when it comes to Jesus and the Holy Spirit there is contention.

2. The Son (Jesus) is identified as being God. (John 1:1-3&14-18, John 20:28-29, 1 John 1:1-4&5:20, Philippians 2:5-8, Revelation 1:17-18, Revelation 22:12-20)  

3. The Holy Spirit is identified as being God. (John 14:16-17, John 15:26, John 16:7-15, Acts 5:3-4, Acts 13:2, 1 Corinthians 12:4-18, Hebrews 9:14, Hebrews 10:15-18)  
Activities:
Complete the table below:

	Word / Phrase
	Meaning

	Monotheist
	

	Anthropomorphic
	

	Spirit
	

	Tangible
	

	Invisible
	

	Eternal
	

	Transcendent
	

	Infinite
	

	Omnipresent
	

	Omniscient
	

	Omnipotent
	

	Creator
	

	Holy
	

	Good
	

	Just
	

	Mysterious
	

	Forgiving
	

	Loving
	

	El Elohim
	

	Adonay
	

	Yahweh
	

	Abba
	

	Bread of Life
	

	Light of the World
	

	The Vine
	

	Trinity
	

	Father
	

	Son
	

	Holy Spirit
	

	Almighty
	

	Begotten
	

	God from God
	

	Light from Light
	

	Of one Being
	

	Giver of life
	


Questions:
a) What can we learn about God from the life of Jesus?

b) Make a list of the characteristics of God, according to Christianity.

c) Describe what Christians mean when they speak of God being a Trinity.

d) What do Christians mean when they speak of God as the Father?

e) What do Christians mean when they speak of God as the Son?

f) What do Christians mean when they speak of God as the Holy Spirit?
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