
1

What We Believe about God

“The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above its reli-
gion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever been
greater than its idea about God. Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or
low thoughts of God.”1 This observation by A. W. Tozer helps us understand why it is so impor-
tant to understand what we believe about God.

Because of the very nature of God, we could never exhaust all there is to learn about Him.
In a sense, our understanding of who God is will always be limited. But because God has
chosen to reveal Himself to us, there are things we can know about God. As we come to under-
stand these things, our view of God will impact the way we live.

God is the object of our faith as Christians. The writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews noted
“he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that dili-
gently seek him” (Heb. 11:6). When a missionary was asked, “How can I have greater faith?”
the response was, “You don’t need a greater faith. You need a greater God.” As we grow in our
understanding of our great God, our faith in God will also grow.

The Nature of God

One of the most difficult questions to answer concerning God is, “Who is God?” Theolo-
gians and philosophers have for generations engaged in long discourses in vain attempts to
define “God” adequately. Because people are by nature limited in their understanding and
God is by nature without limits, it is probably impossible for us to completely understand the
nature of God.

While we may not know everything about the nature of God, there are some things we can
know about who God is. Throughout Scripture, God is defined as Spirit, a person, life, self-
existent, unchanging, unlimited by time and space, and a unity. To understand God better, it is
important to understand these seven aspects of His nature.

GOD IS DEFINED AS

Spirit
A Person

Life
Self-Existent
Unchanging

Unlimited by Time and Space
A Unity

When we acknowledge that God is Spirit (John 4:24), we recognize that God is not limited
by a physical body. The word “spirit” means “incorporeal being.” God is sometimes described
by metaphors of a physical body (hands, Isa. 65:2; feet, Ps. 8:6; eyes, 1 Kings 8:29; and fingers,
Ex. 8:19). These expressions describe aspects of God such as His strength, steadfastness or
insight rather than providing a physical description of God’s “body.” Other biblical metaphors
describe God as having wings (Ps. 17:8) and feathers (Ps. 91:4), but that does not mean God is
a bird. These expressions describe God’s care for us comparing it to a hen’s care for her chicks.



The Bible describes God as a person, although most of the world’s religions tend to portray
God as an impersonal being or force. God is described in Scripture as having the characteris-
tics of personality including self-awareness (Ex. 3:14), self-determination (Job 23:13), intelli-
gence (Gen. 18:19), emotion (Ex. 3:7–8), and volition or will (John 4:34).

God is characterized as life in Scripture. One of His many names is “the Living God” (1
Sam. 17:26). He is both the source and sustainer of all life (John 5:26).

One of the primary names of God in the Old Testament, Jehovah, emphasizes the self-
existent nature of God. When He described Himself to Moses as “I am that I am” (Ex. 3:13-15),
He emphasized the fact that He exists independent of all other things in the universe. Our
continued existence depends on the environment which God has placed us in, but God exists
without that limitation.

God is immutable or unchanging. Changes either improve or corrupt the person or thing
being changed. Since God by definition is perfect (Ps. 102:25-27), any changes in His being
would make Him less than perfect. The Bible describes God “changing” in a few places (Gen.
6:6; 1 Sam. 15:11), but in each case the apparent change in God really describes a change in
people. God is consistent in His attitude toward sin. When people change by practicing sin or
turning from sin, God’s consistent response to sin may be perceived as a change in His re-
sponse to changing people.

God is not limited by time and space. Another of His names is “the Everlasting God” (Gen.
21:33). When Paul described God to the Athenian philosophers, he noted, “God that made the
world and all the things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in
temples made with hands” (Acts 17:24). Bible teachers describe this aspect of God’s nature as
the infinity and immensity of God. It is the foundation of our view of God’s sovereignty in the
universe.

God is also described as being “one Lord” (Deut. 6:4) – a reflection of His unity. There can
only be one God (Isa. 44:6). Our faith in the Trinity is not inconsistent with this aspect of God’s
nature because we believe in one God in three personalities, not three separate gods. The
biblical teaching concerning the Trinity is discussed later in this chapter.

The Attributes of God

The Bible describes various attributes of God to help us understand Him better. An at-
tribute of God may be described as the virtues or qualities which manifest His nature. While
there are many positive characteristics of God, six are especially significant. These attributes
may be divided into two groups, the absolute attributes and comparative attributes of God.

The absolute attributes of God are so named because they are found exclusively in God.
These attributes include omniscience (Ps. 139:1-6), omnipresence (Ps. 139:7-11), and omnipo-
tence (Ps. 139:12-16). While people have some knowledge, only God has all knowledge (omni-
science). Every person has a presence, but only God is at all times everywhere present (omni-
presence). Each of us has some strength, but all power belongs exclusively to God (omnipo-
tence).

While the absolute attributes of God refer to things true only about God, the comparative
attributes of God describe things which are also true to a much lesser extent in people. These
attributes include holiness, love, and goodness. While Christians should have a holy lifestyle,
love others, and do good deeds, these three attributes exist in their pure form only in God. God
is described by His name “Holy” in Scripture (Ps. 111:9; Isa. 57:15). Because God is holy, we
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also should live holy lives (Lev. 19:2). God is also described by the statement, “God is love” (1
John 4:8, 16). Our responsibility to love one another as Christians is tied to God’s demonstra-
tion of love in saving us (1 John 4:11). Also, Jesus noted, “No one is good but One, that is, God”
(Mark 10:18). Because God is good, He has worked in the lives of Christians to equip them to
do good works.

The Law of God

God expresses Himself in various ways. The expression of His will is called the law of God.
It is the extension of His nature and attributes. Some people describe the law of God as the
Ten Commandments or the 632 rules and regulations Moses gave the Jews, but God’s law is
much broader than that limited description. There are many areas in which God expresses
His will.

The Bible describes the natural world as being held together by God (Col. 1:17). The natu-
ral law of God is the expression of God’s will concerning the means by which He chooses to
govern the world He created (Gen. 8:22).

God also expresses His will concerning moral issues touching our life. This is called the
moral law of God. Even in the New Testament, specific sins such as lying (Eph. 4:25), theft
(Eph. 4:28), gossip (James 4:11), lust (Matt. 5:28), and anger (Matt. 5:22) are prohibited. This
aspect of the law of God is reflected in the description of the Bible as “the perfect law of liberty”
(James 1:25).

The expression of God’s will concerning our relationships with others is called the social
law of God. Jewish rabbis divided the Ten Commandments into two groups, noting that the
first four describe one’s relationship with God while the remaining six describe one’s relation-
ship with others. This second group of commandments is also called “the royal law” (James
2:8).

A final aspect of God’s law is the spiritual law of God. This is the expression of God’s will
relating to a person’s relationship with Him. Jesus called the command to love God the first
and great commandment (Matt. 22:37-38).

The Bible describes the law of God as holy (Rom. 7:12), good (Rom. 7:16), and spiritual
(Rom. 7:14). It was given to reveal the nature of God (Ps. 19:7), provide a standard of life (Josh.
1:8), instruct Israel concerning their Messiah (1 Cor. 10:11), reveal sin in our life (Rom. 5:13),
and direct us to Christ (Gal. 3:24).

The Work of God

In our worship of God, we praise Him for both who He is and His mighty acts. God consis-
tently works out His eternal plan by guiding and overseeing all things by His wise and holy
purpose. Bible teachers refer to these acts as the work of God rather than the works of God
because they fit into a single eternal and unchangeable plan, that all come to salvation through
faith in God.

The work of God is based upon God’s sovereignty. The Scriptures teach that: Salvation
begins with the initiative of God, yet people are also responsible to respond (2 Thess. 2:13-14).
God’s work is based on His wisdom (Rom. 11:33). God’s work is consistent with His nature
(Isa. 40:13-14). God’s work is committed to glorify God (Eph. 1:6). God’s work is both active
and passive.
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The Bible describes God at work in the physical, social, and spiritual dimensions of our
life. God created and sustains the physical world in which we live (Ps. 33:6-11). Also, He has
ordained several social institutions which are foundational to our society, including the family
(Gen. 2:24), the church (Matt. 16:18), and civil government (Rom. 13:1-7). Ultimately, the work
of God is expressed in our salvation in two ways. First, He has provided the means whereby all
people may be saved. Second, He calls specific individuals to communicate the message of
salvation to others.

The Trinity

Perhaps the most difficult-to-understand aspect of the doctrine of God is the doctrine of
the Trinity. Yet this is at the very heart of Christian doctrine. When Christians describe God
as a Trinity, they mean that He exists in unity in three eternal persons. Each member of the
Trinity is equal in nature, yet distinct in person and submissive in duties. While each person
of the Trinity is equally God, each has voluntarily adopted subservient roles. The Son is eter-
nally begotten by the Father (Ps. 2:7). The Holy Spirit is described as proceeding from the
Father and the Son (John 15:26).

Sometimes it is easier to understand what is not meant by the expression Trinity. The
Trinity is not equivalent to three Gods (tritheism). Also, the Trinity is not three manifesta-
tions of God (the Father who becomes the Son who becomes the Holy Spirit). Nor does this
doctrine teach that the Father created either the Son or the Holy Spirit. Further, the Trinity
does not describe the Son or the Holy Spirit as mere attributes of the Father.

Some who oppose this doctrine claim it is not supported in the Old Testament. Actually,
the Old Testament implies this doctrine by using a plural name for God (Elohim), using a
Trinitarian formula in the worship of God (Isa. 6:3; Num. 6:24-26), and describing three dis-
tinct persons as God (Gen. 19:24; Isa. 9:6; Gen. 1:2). But the Old Testament goes farther than
merely implying this doctrine. On at least one occasion, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are re-
ferred to in the context of deity in a single verse (Isa. 48:16).

This doctrine is more fully described in the New Testament. The Trinity was apparent at
the baptism of Jesus when the Spirit descended like a dove and the Father spoke (Matt. 3:16-
17). Jesus taught the Trinity when He spoke of sending the Holy Spirit from the Father (John
15:26). In the early church, each member of the Trinity was named in the apostolic benedic-
tion (2 Cor. 13:14) and the baptismal formula (Matt. 28:19). Also, the atoning death of Christ
was understood by the early church in the context of each member of the Trinity being in-
volved in offering the ultimate sacrifice for sin.

The Names of God

God teaches us who He is by revealing His nature in His names. In many cultures, a name
is given to a person to describe their character or the aspirations of parents to see certain
character developed in the life of their children. Throughout the Scriptures, God is described
by various names and titles which emphasize specific things which are true about God.

There are many names of God in Scripture. This is because there is much we can know
about God. Also, since God relates to His people in so many different ways, there are many
names that describe His relationships with people. The significant names of God in the Old
Testament tend to fall into two groups. First, the primary names of God are so named because
they stand alone in describing God. The compound names of God are derived from the primary
names and describe God in a more specific way.

4



There are three primary names of God in Scripture. The name Elohim, translated “God,”
is by far the most-often-used name of God. This name describes God as the Strong One who
manifests Himself by His Word. This is both the first and last name of God used in Scripture
(Gen. 1:1; Rev. 22:19). The name Jehovah (translated LORD) is sometimes called the covenant
name of God because it is most often used in a context of God relating to His people. It is based
on the verb “to be” and may be translated “I am” or “I will become.” Some Bible teachers see
this name as a promise that God “will become” what is needed most in the life of His people.
The third primary name of God is Adonai which means Lord or Master. This name tends to
emphasize the authority of God over that which He possesses.

The compound names of God are composed of a primary name of God and a verb or de-
scriptive phrase about the nature of God. The compound names of Elohim include El Shaddai
which is translated the Almighty God or All-sufficient God (Gen. 17:1–2), El Elyon which
describes God as the Most High God who possesses heaven and earth (Gen. 14:18, 22), and El
Olam who is the Everlasting God (Gen. 21:33). The compound names of Jehovah include Jeho-
vah Sabaoth (the LORD of Hosts - Ps. 24:10), Jehovah Jireh (the LORD will Provide - Gen.
22:14), Jehovah Rapha (the LORD that Heals - Ex. 15:26), Jehovah Nissi (the LORD our
Banner - Ex. 17:15), Jehovah Shalom (the LORD our Peace - Judg. 6:24), and Jehovah Rohi
(the LORD my Shepherd - Ps. 23:1).

There are many other names of God used in Scripture, too many to even list in this chap-
ter.2 Each of these names tells us something unique about God which we could not otherwise
have known. As we learn more about God, we should be eager to let that knowledge change
our life. The more we know about who God is and how He relates to us, the more we will be
able to trust Him and worship Him for who He is.

1  A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1975), page 9.

2  See Elmer L. Towns, My Father’s Names (Ventura, California: Regal Books, 1991) for a more complete study of
the names of God in the Old Testament.

Chapter Two Review & Discussion

Review Questions

1. What are seven aspects of God’s nature?

2. What is the difference between absolute attributes and comparative attributes?

3. What is the “law of God”?

4. What is the “work of God”?
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Discussion Questions

1. Describe the Trinity.

2. Why is God referred to by so many different names in Scripture?

3. Why should we learn more about who God is and how He relates to us?
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