GRADUATE BIBLE STUDY




“What God is, only God is. 

God does what He does, 

because He is Who He is.”

INTRODUCTION

Questions for preliminary discussion in small groups: 

1. Read Colossians 1:15-20. List down as many things as you can find about Christ. Read John 1:1-5, 14-18. What more do you learn from this passage about Christ?

2. Looking at the above listing, to what extent does Christ have the same degree of sovereignty and supremacy in your personal life?

3. How do you know that you have the Holy Spirit in you?

4. The Holy Spirit is experienced in many ways. What are some of these ways?

SECTION 1: THE DOCTRINE OF TRINITY REVISIT

The word "trinity" is a term used to denote in the Christian doctrine that God exists as a unity of three distinct persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Each of the persons is distinct from the other, yet identical in essence. They are in absolute perfect harmony consisting of one substance. They are coeternal, coequal, and co-powerful.

Two controversial issues relating to the doctrine of the Trinity are:

1. Subordination

2. Functionality

1.1
Subordination

Subordinationism = a doctrine that assigns an inferiority of being, status, or role to the Son or Holy Spirit within the Trinity.

The doctrine of subordination that eventually led to the belief of Arianism and Sabellianism is condemned by most church councils. However, many people, (e.g. the Nicene fathers) do believe that there is a subordination of order (or the line of command) within the Trinity. We can see that the Father is first, the Son is second, and the Holy Spirit is third. E.g:

· The Father is not begotten, but the Son is. (See John 3:16). 

· The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father (John 5:26).  

· The Father sent the Son (1 John 4:10).  
· The Son and the Father send the Holy Spirit (John 14:26; 15:26).  

This subordination of order does not mean that each of the members of the Godhead is not equal or divine.  For example, we see that the Father sent the Son.  But this does not mean that the Son is not equal to the Father in essence and divine nature.

Illustrations: 

1) Husband and wife

2) Recruit platoon IC

In the same way, some apply a doctrine of subordination of woman to man on the basis of a similar relationship within the Trinity. (See 1 Cor 11:3)

------------------------

Others argue that passages that seem to teach a subordination of Son to the Father speak of Christ's voluntary humiliation when he assumed human form (Phil. 2:5 – 8 and recall John 14:28). In his exaltation, however, he returned to the equality of the eternal relationship expressed in such passages as John 1:1; 5:17 – 23; 10:15, 30; Titus 2:13; Rom. 9:5; 1 John 5:7.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SIDE NOTES: Subordination of gender:~

In Genesis 2, we saw that God made Adam and Eve, but not simultaneously. Why did God not make Adam and Eve simultaneously?

See 1 Corinthians 11:5-10, 1 Timothy 2:11-13

Man was created to have certain authority over woman. God wanted to establish certain order of creation.

This is a controversial issue in church!!

What would you say is the role of man and woman in relation to each other?

God has appointed man to be the ICs. But he is not more superior than the woman. (e.g. like a Platoon IC)

Woman still has to be under the authority of man. (1 Cor 11:7-8)

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1.2
Functionality

There appears to be an apparent separation of some functions among the members of the Godhead. E.g.: 

· The Father creates (Isaiah 44:24), the Son redeems (Galatians 3:13), and the Holy Spirit sanctifies (Romans 15:16), or

· The Father chooses who will be saved (Ephesians 1:4); the Son redeems them (Ephesians 1:7); and the Holy Spirit seals them (Ephesians 1:13)

However, most people do agree that all the members of the Godhead were involved in the whole process of creation, redemption and sanctification.

APPLICATION

In view of the above doctrine of Trinity, explain why the following beliefs are in errors:

1. Jehovah’s witnesses;

God the Father is one person, with Jesus as a creation and the Holy Spirit is a force.

2. Oneness Pentecostal Theology;

The Father is the divine nature of the Son (where Jesus had a human nature perceived as the Son and a divine nature perceived as the Father.)

3. Mormonism?

The Trinity is an office held by three separate Gods, physically distinct from each other and is demonstrated by the accepted records of divine dealings with man.

What is it wrong to use time being consists of past, present and future as an analogy of the Trinity?

It tells us that God is not distinctive. (Past becomes present which in turn becomes future) (Similar to oneness Pentecostal theology concept!)

It gives an idea that God can manifest Himself at different conditions (of time).

Past, present and future are just 3 states of time. The whole of time consists of all past, present and future states. (e.g. a body contains head, body and legs or other similar examples.)

This is not a unique way to define time. E.g. time can also be defined using good, bad and flat time. 

Past, present and future are mutually exclusive concept. Past is gone, future has not yet come. So at any one point, we can only see present. But we can see God in all three persons at the same time. (See Mark 1:9-11)

1.3
Christian Theology

The Christian theology can be broadly classified under four categories:

1.
Patriology
the doctrine of the Father

2.
Christology
the doctrine of the Son

3.
Pneumatology
the doctrine of the Spirit

4.
Anthropology
the doctrine of humanity

Some bible scholars criticize that majority of the systematic Christian theology records what God does, e.g. by addressing the plan of God, the predetermined or predestined will of God, the covenant arrangements of God, the decrees of God, God’s methods of operation, the precepts of God, etc. These Christian theology fail to adequately address that “God does what He does, only because He is who He is.”

In the next two sections, we will look closely at who Jesus Christ and Holy Spirit is and to address their significance in our lives.

SECTION 2: JESUS CHRIST

When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do people say the Son of Man is?" They replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets." "But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?" Simon Peter answered, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." Jesus replied, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.

Matthew 16:13-17
2.1
Introduction

“But what about you? He asked. “Who do you say I am?”

This is probably the most important question that has ever been asked. It is a question that every single person will have to answer for himself or herself.

Our view of Jesus will determine how we live our lives here on earth and where we will be destined for thereafter.

2.2
Who is Jesus Christ?

“Jesus”
Joshua which means God saves

(Name)

“Christ”
Messiah which means The anointed one
(Title)

The dual nature of Jesus Christ

Jesus is God in human flesh. He is not half God and half man. He is fully divine and fully man.  The divine nature was not changed.  It was not altered. Jesus' two natures are not "mixed together," nor are they combined into a new God-man nature. They are separate yet act as a unit in the one person of Jesus. This is called the Hypostatic Union. 

The doctrine of Hypostatic Union is called the Communicatio Idiomatum, which means “communication of properties” in Latin.

2.3
Jesus is fully God

while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ…

Titus 2:13
There are 2 aspects of Jesus’ nature of deity:

a. Jesus is eternal
(John 1:1; Col 1:17)

b. Jesus is creator
(John 1:3; Col 1:16)

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

APPLICATION

Questions about Jesus’ deity:

1.
Is Jesus as fully God as the Father?

Yes. Colossians 2:9 is the answer.

For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form… (Col 2:9)
2.
Why is Jesus called the Son of God? 

The Bible in numerous places calls Jesus the Son of God.  But, it does not mean that Jesus is the literal offspring of God. 

The term “son of God” is used in two main ways in the Old Testament.  

1) Israel as a nation through the Exodus (Hosea 11:1)

2) Angels (Job 1:6, 38:7)
“son of God” = those who are under divine obedience to the call of God
The term “Son of God” was used 47 times in the Kings James new testament in reference to Jesus. It is a title as the heavenly, eternal Son who is equal to God the Father (John 5:18-24). It is Jesus who fully reveals the Father (Matt. 11:27). He is the exact representation of the Father (Heb. 1:1-3), He possesses all authority in heaven and earth (Matt. 28:18), and Jesus had glory with the Father before the world was made (John 17:5).
“Son of God” = same kind with God

3.
What does it mean when John 3:16 says Jesus was “begotten”?

“Begotten” = natural offspring (English meaning)

“Begotten” = Monogenas (Greek) which root meaning is “one and only”

(See John 1:18)

Mono = One

Genas = Kind, type, nature

Monogenas = One kind with the Father

Monogenas also means unique or exceptional without the idea of being first born (see Heb 11:17 (KJV) in reference to someone other than Jesus Christ)

4.
How could Jesus, being of deity nature, died on the cross?

Jesus has never lost His deity even though He was a man and even though He died on the cross. Only Jesus the man died on the cross, but Jesus the God never die at all because God (a deity being) cannot die.

2.4
Jesus was fully man

While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

Luke 2:6-7
There are 2 aspects of Jesus’ nature of humanity:

a. Jesus was born a human.
(Luke 2:6-7)

b. Jesus had human sensation and limitations.


	Hunger
(Matt 4:2)
	Compassion
(Matt 9:36)

	Thirst
(John 19:28)
	Anger
(Matt 21:13)

	Tiredness
(John 4:6)
	Sorrow
(Matt 26:37)

	Temptation
(Heb 5:15)
	


------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

APPLICATION

Questions about Jesus’ humanity:

1.
What was the purpose of the virgin birth?


Jesus is born unique, different from the rest of humans.

Scripture teaches that Jesus was fully human, with a physical body like ours. This He received from Mary. At the same time, Jesus was fully God, with an eternal, sinless nature. (See John 1:14; 1 Timothy 3:16; and Hebrews 2:14-17.)
Jesus was not born in sin; that is, He had no sin nature (Hebrews 7:26). It would seem that the sin nature is passed down from generation to generation through the father (Romans 5:12, 17, 19). The Virgin Birth circumvented the transmission of the sin nature and allowed the eternal God to become a perfect man.
(Immaculate conception: Mary is sinless so to give birth to a sinless child. This argument is flaw as no human is sinless.) (See Gen 3:15)

2.
Why was it necessary for us that Jesus was:

a.
God?

Only God (a divine being) can save man. Man cannot save man because we subject to the same condition of judgment.

b.
Man? 


Only a man can substitute for a man.

3.
How does the fact that Jesus was once a man help us?


No one can claim that God doesn’t understand. (See Heb 4:14-16)

(A story of a bishop and birds during winter.)

We can draw strength from Jesus to know that even for man we can still live a life that is pleasing to God. 

We need to identify with Jesus and to live by the Holy Spirit.


4.
What does this symbol, [image: image1.png]


, represents?
The Greek word for fish is ichthus, which means:

I
-
Iesous (Jesus)

CH
-
CHristos (Christ)

TH
-
THeou (God)

U
-
Uiou (Son)

S
-
Soter (Savior)

Together ICHTHUS means “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior”

2.5
Our responses to Jesus Christ 

Knowing Jesus Christ is not just about gathering facts about Him. It is primarily about a right response to Him.

Read Luke 23:1-25 and Matthew 27:11-26 regarding Pilate. What are some common incorrect responses to Jesus?

1. Avoidance

-
Sent Jesus to Herod (Luke 23:7)

2. Compromise
-
Punished Jesus and sent Him away, and 




then released Him on the basis of festival 




(Luke 23:16, 22)

3. Denial

-
Washed his hand so not guilty of murder 




(Matt 27:24) 


SECTION 3: HOLY SPIRIT

And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.

Romans 8:9
3.1
Introduction: A Biblical position of salvation

Which is the biblical position of salvation?

a) We accept Christ by faith and then Holy Spirit comes into our lives

b) Holy Spirit comes into our lives and then we believe by faith that we have Christ in our lives

Which position does Romans 8:9 supports? If the verse were an answer, what would the question be?

a) How do you know if anyone belongs to Christ?

b) How do you know if anyone has the Spirit of Christ?

Conclusion: You know you are a Christian because you experience the Holy Spirit.

3.2
The Holy Spirit: An Experiential Reality

The experience of the Galatians

I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard?

Galatians 3:2

The Galatians church had been influenced by Jewish teachers who taught that faith alone was not sufficient for salvation. They taught that in addition to faith, it was necessary to keep the Law as well. Paul wrote a strongly-worded letter to the Galatians to refute this teaching. He insisted that Salvation was by faith alone. To make his point, he presented various arguments, including the verse above. Analyze the argument bearing in mind Paul’s central point.

1.
Paul’s question was rhetorical. What was the expected and obvious answer?


Obvious answer: believing what you heard.

2.
How was their reception of the Spirit relevant to Paul’s main point? (Hint: what did he equate reception of the Spirit with?)


Salvation and receiving the Holy Spirit are the same thing (Gal 3:14).

3.
Why didn’t Paul simply ask, “Were you saved by observing the law, or by believing what you heard?” What was he arguing from?

He is arguing from the experiential point, not the theological point. (See Ephesians 1:13)

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The experience of the 12 men in Ephesus

While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at Ephesus. There he found some disciples and asked them, "Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?" They answered, "No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit." 

Acts 19:1-2

1.
Why did Paul ask the question? What did he really want to know?


He wanted to know whether they are Christians.

2.
What was the assumption behind Paul’s question?


These men would experience the Holy Spirit if they were Christians.

3.
If we had been in Paul’s shoes, what question(s) would we have probably asked to obtain the desired information?

Have you said the sinners’ prayer?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

From the above and other passages, we can draw 2 important principles for the New Testament Christians:

1. Receiving the Holy Spirit is a crucial part of salvation

2. Experiencing the Holy Spirit ought to be a sign of salvation

Most of us believe that we have the Spirit because we are saved. However, the bible seems to suggest the other way round. The New Testament believers concluded that they were saved because they had experienced the Spirit. Their experiences may take different forms, but it was clearly something they knew personally, not just intellectually. Many of us cannot say confidently that we have experienced the Holy Spirit at our salvation or in our ongoing spiritual journey because our experience of the Spirit is so diluted or non-existent.

Does it mean that those of us who did not have a clearly tangible experience of receiving the Spirit at our conversion (or any time subsequently) are not Christians?

No. But we need to experience the Holy Spirit in a more tangible way.

There are 2 important elements in our salvation:

	Galatians 4:4-6
	Elements of Salvation
	Elements of adoption

	4But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, 5to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.
	What Christ has done.

Believing in Christ (objective)
	Legal right of sonship through Christ’s work.

	6Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, "Abba, Father."
	What we have experienced.

Receiving the Holy Spirit (subjective)
	Experiential reality of sonship through Spirit’s witness.


Which element of salvation has been emphasized and which has been neglected?

Emphasized on the objective reality of believing in Christ, but neglect the subjective reality of experiencing the Holy Spirit.

3.3
Renewing our understanding of the Holy Spirit

1.
The Holy Spirit is a Person

a) Characteristics of a Person

1)
He has a mind
For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.

1 Corinthians 2:11
And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.

Romans 8:27
2)
He has a will
All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines.

1 Corinthians 12:11
3)
He has emotions
I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me.

Romans 15:30
And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.

Ephesians 4:30
b) Actions of a Person

1)
He speaks
While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, "Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them."

Acts 13:2

2)
He helps
In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.

Romans 8:26
3)
He can be lied to

Then Peter said, "Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the money you received for the land?

Acts 5:3
c) Similarity to Jesus

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever— the Spirit of truth.

John 14:16-17

In Greek, “another Counselor” is allos paracletos. There are 2 words for another in Greek:

1)
allos

:
another, of the similar kind

2)
heteros
:
another, of a different kind

3)
paraclletos
:
means one who stands besides

The Holy Spirit is like Jesus, the first paracletos.

2.
Holy Spirit is God
1)
Referred to as God

Then Peter said, "Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the money you received for the land? …You have not lied to men but to God."

Acts 5:3-4

2)
Attributes of God

How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!

Hebrews 9:14
Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?

Psalm 139:7

The angel answered, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. For nothing is impossible with God."

Luke 1:35-37
3)
Equal with the Father and the Son

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Matthew 28:19
May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 

2 Corinthians 13:14
Many cult groups (e.g. Jehovah’s witnesses) deny either the personality or the deity of the Holy Spirit. It is clear from the bible that they are in error. Understanding the biblical basis of our belief is important to protect us against error. It also raises our level of expectation of experiencing God in a dynamic and not just academic way.

3.4
Responding to the Divine Person of the Holy Spirit

Why is it important to understand that the Holy Spirit is a Divine Person and not just a force of influence?

1.
If the Spirit has been a force, we would harness it.
Our focus would be self-centred: (E.g. How can this force help to achieve my purposes, meet my needs or make me happy.)

Our approach would be manipulative: (E.g. How can I best make use of this force? What is the formula to unleash and control it?)

2.
If the Spirit has been a Person, we would relate to Him.


We would acknowledge his presence
We would make efforts to know Him better

We would interact with Him

We would be sensitive to His feelings

We would involve Him in our decision-making

3.
If the Spirit has been God, we would worship Him.


We would seek Him.


We would honor Him.


We would obey Him.

APPLICATION

In the New Testament, the Holy Spirit is presented as a dynamic and experiential presence in the lives of the believers. He is God, and He has come to relate to them in a very real and personal way.

In contrast, most Christians today are correctly Trinitarian in theology but essentially binitarian in practice. The Holy Spirit could be altogether excluded from their theology and it would not make any difference to the way they go about their expressing their faith.

Sharing: The story of a typical gong fu fighter…

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

How about you? Do you:

· Know that you have the Holy Spirit because you are a Christian? (Facts)

· Know that you are a Christian because you have the Holy Spirit? (Feelings)

The answer should be both!

Read 1 Thessalonians 1:4-6. How would you have interpreted these verses using each of the above approach?

The gospel comes with words (knowledge) and with power (experience) of the Holy Spirit.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

“What God is, only God is.

God does what He does,

because He is Who He is.”
God can only be known to the extent that He reveals Himself. “No man has seen God at any time” (John 1:18). However, since the beginning God has been trying different ways to reveal Himself to us. 

God has revealed Himself in His natural creation (cf. Rom 1:20), as a Personal God to His people (cf. Exodus 3:14), and subsequently revealed Himself supernaturally in the incarnation of His Son, Jesus Christ (cf. John 1:14; 14:9; Luke 10:22). 

After Jesus’ resurrection and departure, He sent the Holy Spirit to live within us (1 Cor 6:19). The Holy Spirit gives us power to witness (Acts 1:8), empowers our prayer lives (Rom 8:26-27), guides us constantly (Rom 8:14) and reveals the scripture to us (John 16:13).

Through all these accounts, God chose to reveal Himself to us in order that we can know Him, not just to know about Him. 

The word “know” has two meanings (See Genesis 22:12): 

1) know by knowledge; 

2) know by experience
The ultimate purpose of understanding God’s nature is, therefore, to:

1) love, experience Him and to become more and more like Who He is (being)(Matt 22:37-39, 1 Peter 1:15-16); and 

2) fulfill His will in us(doing). (Jer 29:11, Matt 28:19)
Growing in our “being” and “doing” is the essence of worship and the process of spiritual maturity!


We are all in the same process of spiritual maturity. None of us have reached the end point yet. But one day all the promises of God will be fulfilled. (Rev 21:2-3)

As we journey together in our spiritual maturity, may the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all. (2 Corinthians 13:14)
Some good websites for further reading:

1. http://www.christinyou.net/pages/understandgod.html
2. http://www.carm.org/doctrine.htm
3. http://www.godandscience.org/doctrine/index.html



NATURE OF GOD – Part 2





He became what he was not. He continued to be what he was.			Athanasius





Any man who is merely a man and said the sort of thing Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg, or else he would be the devil of hell. You must make your choice. You can shut him up for a fool, you can spit on him and kill him as a demon, or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God. But let us not come up with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that choice open to us, he did not intend to.


C.S. Lewis








Unless and until we have a solid and unequivocal Trinitarian understanding of God in the relations of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, our message of “Christ as our life” will not be valid or viable, …will not be fully appreciated even in our own lives, …will not be evidenced in Christian unity, …will not be received by those who really want to know God.





James Fowler
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