The Oneness of God Series

Lesson 1 – The Identity of God 

Oneness of God – #1 The Identity of God 


Introduction

Who is God?  What is His name?  Can He be known and understood?  These are all important questions that must be answered in order to know, worship, and properly serve God.  Men and women have tried to answer these questions for millennia and before we search the Bible in a detailed and methodical manner to see what it teaches about such questions, it would be profitable to begin these lessons with a brief overview of all possible views of God that are and have been held by humanity:

Agnosticism – the belief that God cannot be known or understood.  In 1869, a man named Thomas Huxley coined the term.  Agnostics state that nothing about God can be revealed to or comprehended by man and so the subject of God is not worth studying or thought.  

While it is true that we may never understand every aspect of God, the very purpose of the Bible is for us to be able to learn about the story of God revealing Himself to man over the ages of history.  Furthermore the scriptures declare that creation testifies and teaches us of God:  

Rom 1:20 For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities — his eternal power and divine nature — have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. NIV

Atheism – the belief that there is no God.  Very few people are true atheists, and -- as the saying goes -- there are none in foxholes!  Atheists usually hold to talking about logic and reason as being what governs man.  Some even believe that man created God in that they wanted a concept of God so they invented Him
.  The Bible makes a bold statement against atheism:  

Ps 14:1a The fool says in his heart, "There is no God." ESV

If we use the same logic that the atheists champion, we will find just how true this scripture is.  The universe is an extremely vast place and if a person were able to say definitively and with absolute knowledge that "there is no god," then they would know all things and if they knew all things, then they themselves would be god!  Intellectually, at least, then there is no such thing as an atheist, only foolish people claiming to be such.  

Deism – the belief that God was the Creator of the universe but does not care anything about it or have any dealings within it after creation.  This is not a common belief today but was very popular in the 1800s and most of the early American fathers were deists.  Deists basically claim that God created the world and then “locked Himself out of it and threw away the key.”  They teach that God cannot be felt and simply created the laws that governed the universe but has no personal interaction with His creation today
.  

Pantheism – the belief that nature is the supreme God and the forces of the universe are gods.  In other words, everything that man did not create is God.  Some believe in a living earth and worship what they term the "mother earth."  Most pantheists believe that it does not matter what part of creation that you worship as long as it is not man made because God is everything and everything is God.  Many nudists are pantheists because being naked is supposedly the “natural” way to live.  Of course, the Bible teaches in many passages that the Creator alone – and not His creation – is to be worshipped, and that God is distinct from His Creation
.  

Polytheism – the belief in more than one God.  Most Eastern religions
 are polytheistic.  The Ancient Egyptians were polytheistic which is why Moses wanted a unique name for the God of Israel before telling Pharaoh “God has sent me”
.  Furthermore, almost every nation around the Promised Land were polytheistic in belief.  The Greeks and Roman religions of the New Testament era were extremely polytheistic.  “Ditheism” is the belief in only two Gods.  “Tritheism” is the belief in only three Gods.  The term “Polytheism” is usually used in the context of believing in four or more Gods.  Paul’s response to the polytheism of the Greeks should also be our stand today: 

1 Cor 8:5-6 For although there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth — as indeed there are many "gods" and many "lords" — 6 yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist. ESV

Monotheism – the belief that there is only one God.  There are only three religions in the world that are monotheistic in nature:  Judaism, Islam, and Christianity.  Judaism is the belief of the orthodox Jews today and they hold to the laws of Moses and Rabbinic statues regarding their life, but disregard Jesus Christ as the Messiah.  Islam states that the one God’s name is “Allah,” and that Jesus Christ was just one of a long line of prophets but otherwise an ordinary human being.  Christianity believes that Jesus Christ was the Messiah or the “promised one” to Israel.  Within the broad name of Christianity, however, there are several different beliefs of God:    

Trinitarianism – the belief that the one God can somehow be divided into three separate persons:  the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, but still somehow be only one God.

There are basically two types of Trinitarians:  

1. Trinitarians who emphasize the “unity of God” without realizing or understanding is meant by saying that God is “three separate persons.”

2. Trinitarians who emphasize the “threeness” of God to the point of believing in three separate beings or centers of consciousness in the identity of God.  These Trinitarians are essentially tritheistic even though they may vehemently deny being so
.  

Binatarianism – the belief that there are only two persons in the Godhead: usually the Father and the Son.  They do not classify the Holy Spirit as being a separate being or equal with the Father or the Son.  There is no major Christian denomination today that believes in binatarainism, but some saints in Trinitarian churches are essentially binatarianists.   

Monarchianism
 – the belief that to try to divide God into persons is unscriptural and that God is absolutely and in every way one.   

There are basically two types of Oneness Monotheists:  

1. Dynamic Monarchianism – Oneness Monotheists that believe that there is only one God but do so by denying that Jesus Christ was that one God.  They may deny this by as subtle means as not using the name of Jesus in baptism, or by extreme beliefs that Jesus was not God but only a man greatly anointed of God.  Either way these groups demote Jesus Christ to a “junior God” or “created God.”  The Jehovah’s Witnesses are dynamic monarchianists.

2. Modalistic Monarchianism – the belief that there is absolutely one God who can not be divided into persons and that the fullness of the Godhead – everything that God is – was manifested, shown, and revealed in Jesus Christ.  They believe that Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are titles that refer to different manifestations, offices, roles, modes
, and relationships that the One, True, Living God has displayed to mankind.  Furthermore, they usually believe that the revealed name of God is “Jesus,” and thus baptize “in the name of Jesus.”  Modalistic Monarchianists today usually use the simpler to pronounce terms of “Oneness” or “Jesus Name” to refer to themselves.  Their opponents sometimes label them by misleading terms such as “Jesus Only” or “New Issue.”
 

The Identity of God

How can we know which of these views of God is correct?  Certainly if we are to have any sort of meaningful and close relationship as we are commanded to in scripture, we must be able to somewhat know who God is.  As finite human beings, we can only know about God what He has told us about Himself, and therefore we must turn to the written Word of God, the Holy Bible, for such answers.  This aim is the purpose of these studies, but in this particular lesson we will look to scripture to identify which number is most often associated with God.  

The most important passage of scripture to the Jewish people was and is Deuteronomy 6:4-5 which is commonly known by the Hebrew word for the first word of the passage, shema
:    

Deut 6:4-5 "Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5 You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. ESV

The Shema is so sacred to Judaism that when a Jew dies, he tries to make the quotation of this scripture his last words.  Moses went on to command Israel in the following verses that they were to place the Shema in their hearts (vs. 6), teach it to their children throughout the day (vs. 7), bind it upon their hands and foreheads (vs. 8)
, and write it upon the gates and doorposts of their houses (vs. 9).  This commandment of serving one God was to be the distinct and chief difference between the Israeli people and the pagan religions that were already present in and around the Promised Land.    

When Jesus came, He did not do away with the Shema but affirmed the importance of it:

Mark 12:28-32 And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, "Which commandment is the most important of all?" 29 Jesus answered, "The most important is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.' 31 The second is this: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these." 32 And the scribe said to him, "You are right, Teacher. You have truly said that he is one, and there is no other besides him. ESV

If Jesus stated that the first and most important commandment to get right is the Shema, then it must be true today; we must interpret scripture in light of the clear teaching of Deuteronomy 6:4 that the Lord God of Israel is “one.”  

As we progress through the scriptures, we find that the teaching of the Shema holds true and that the only number ever associated with God in the Bible is “one.”  Here is just a sampling of the numerous scriptures where God and one are associated:

Ex 20:3 "You must not have any other god but me. NLTse

Deut 5:7 You shall have no other gods before Me. NKJV  

This is the first of the famous “Ten Commandments” in two different books of the Bible given in two different English translations.  Either way, it is obvious that the first commandment to get right was that the one God of Israel was to be the only God of His people!  

Deut 32:39 "'See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my hand. ESV

The one God of ancient Israel was very adamant about His people knowing that there was no other God beside Him that killed, made alive, wounded, and healed!  

2 Sam 7:22 "How great you are, O Sovereign LORD! There is no one like you, and there is no God but you, as we have heard with our own ears. NIV

1 Chron 17:20 "O LORD, there is none like You, nor is there any God besides You, according to all that we have heard with our ears. NASU

Ps 86:10 For you are great and do wondrous things; you alone are God. ESV

The prophet Isaiah had a wonderful revelation of God’s identity and we will mention but a few of the wonderful verses, here:

Isa 37:16 "O LORD Almighty, God of Israel, enthroned between the cherubim, you alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You have made heaven and earth. NIV

Isa 42:8 I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to carved idols. ESV

Isa 44:6-8 Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: "I am the first and I am the last; besides me there is no god. 7 Who is like me? Let him proclaim it.  Let him declare and set it before me, since I appointed an ancient people. Let them declare what is to come, and what will happen. 8 Fear not, nor be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it? And you are my witnesses! Is there a God besides me? There is no Rock; I know not any." ESV

Isa 44:24 "This is what the LORD says —  your Redeemer, who formed you in the womb: I am the LORD, who has made all things, who alone stretched out the heavens, who spread out the earth by myself, NIV

Isa 45:5-6 I am the LORD, and there is no other, besides me there is no God; I equip you, though you do not know me, 6 that people may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none besides me; I am the LORD, and there is no other. ESV

Isa 45:21-22 Consult together, argue your case. Get together and decide what to say. Who made these things known so long ago? What idol ever told you they would happen? Was it not I, the Lord? For there is no other God but me, a righteous God and Savior. There is none but me. 22 Let all the world look to me for salvation! For I am God; there is no other. NLTse

Isa 46:9 "Remember the former things long past, For I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one like Me, NASU

Isa 48:11-12 For my own sake, for my own sake, I do it, for how should my name be profaned? My glory I will not give to another. 12 "Listen to me, O Jacob, and Israel, whom I called! I am he; I am the first, and I am the last. ESV

A quick glance through the Bible also reveals that a very common title for God is “the Holy One” or “the Holy One of Israel.”  In fact, depending upon which English translation is used, God is called “the Holy One” somewhere between 48 to 53 times!
  Here are few samples of such scriptures:

Ps 71:22 I will also praise you with the harp for your faithfulness, O my God; I will sing praises to you with the lyre, O Holy One of Israel. ESV  

Prov 9:10 Fear of the Lord is the foundation of wisdom. Knowledge of the Holy One results in good judgment. NLTse
Isa 17:7 In that day man will look to his Maker, and his eyes will look on the Holy One of Israel. ESV

Isa 29:18-19 In that day the deaf shall hear the words of a book, and out of their gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind shall see. 19 The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the LORD, and the poor among mankind shall exult in the Holy One of Israel. ESV

Isa 40:25 "To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?" says the Holy One. NIV

Isa 47:4 Our Redeemer — the LORD of hosts is his name —  is the Holy One of Israel. ESV

It is an interesting fact that this same phrase from the Old Testament is used exclusively in the New Testament in referring to Jesus Christ:

Mark 1:23-24 And immediately there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit. And he cried out, 24 "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are — the Holy One of God." ESV

John 6:68-69 Simon Peter answered him, "Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, 69 and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God." ESV

Acts 2:24-27 God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. 25 For David says concerning him,  "'I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken; 26 therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; my flesh also will dwell in hope. 27 For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your Holy One see corruption. ESV

1 John 2:20 But you are not like that, for the Holy One has given you his Spirit, and all of you know the truth.

Through such phrases as “no God beside me” and “Holy One” it is clear that God emphasized to us the revelation that He is one.  There are many other scriptures that simply state this fact:

Mal 2:10 Have we not all one Father? Has not one God created us? Why then are we faithless to one another, profaning the covenant of our fathers? ESV

Zech 14:9 And the LORD will be king over all the earth. On that day the LORD will be one and his name one. ESV

The trend of identifying God with the number one continues in the New Testament also:

Rom 3:30 There is only one God, and he makes people right with himself only by faith, whether they are Jews or Gentiles. NLTse

1 Cor 8:4 So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world and that there is no God but one. NIV

Gal 3:20 A mediator, however, does not represent just one party; but God is one. NIV

1 Tim 2:5 For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, ESV

Eph 4:4-6 There is one body and one Spirit — just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call — 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. ESV

Which number is emphasized here?

James 2:19 You say you have faith, for you believe that there is one God. Good for you! Even the demons believe this, and they tremble in terror. NLTse

Rev 4:2 At once I was in the Spirit, and behold, a throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne. ESV

The number of scriptures that we have given in this lesson so far are enough proof that God indeed emphasizes the revelation and association of the number one with His identity.  It would now be time to ask the fair question if any other number is ever associated with God in the Bible, especially – in light of the predominant belief of Trinitarianism in the religious world today – to see if the number three specifically is ever associated in scripture with God.  There is only one possible such verse in the entire Bible where the number three is used to refer to the identity of God:

1 John 5:7 For there are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit; and these three are one. NKJV

It would be foolish to – after realizing that all throughout scripture the emphasis of one as related to God’s identity – to take this one verse and emphasize a threeness to God.  Furthermore, if this were a “proof text” for the Trinity
, then why does it say “the Word” rather than “the Son?”  If we take this verse of scripture in context with the next, we realize that the emphasis of this verse is on the “one” and not on the “three.”  

1 John 5:7-8 For there are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit; and these three are one. 8 And there are three that bear witness on earth: the Spirit, the water, and the blood; and these three agree as one. NKJV 

After stating “the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit” the verse says “these three are one.”  But after stating the three witnesses on earth:  “the Spirit, the water, and the blood” the verse says “these three agree as one.”  Clearly “the Spirit, the water, and the blood” are separate things that have one witness to the things of God.  If “the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit” are meant as separate persons or centers of conscience that somehow come together to witness to the Godhead, then surely the verse would have said “the three agree as one” instead of “these three are one!”  

It would be nice to view 1 John 5:7, in other translations to make sure that we are reading it correctly, but the truth is that this verse is not found in any other English translations besides the KJV and the NKJV.  Readers of the ESV, NASU, NIV, and NLTse will find the reference in this verse to three witnesses in heaven missing and there is a good reason why it is left out:  because it is found in only one later copy of the approximately 5,000 Greek manuscripts that we have today.  Most scholars believe that it was an interpolation added by an enemy of the Greek scholar Erasmus and virtually all scholars today believe that it should not be in the Bible at all!
  

Final Thoughts

We have seen how that the only number associated with God throughout the scriptures – with the dubious exception of 1 John 5:7 – is the number, “one.”  Yet despite this fact, many Christians associate the number “three” with God and believe in a Trinity of persons or centers of consciousness within the Godhead.  If the number three associated with God’s identity did not come from the Bible, then where did it originate?  The answer is that a Triune Godhead is very common among polytheistic and pagan religious beliefs.

For example, the Babylonians worshiped one God in three persons and used the equilateral triangle as a symbol of this trinity.  The Babylonian trinity was “the Eternal Father, the Spirit of God incarnate in a human mother, and a Divine Son, the fruit of that incarnation.”
  This is the same belief that God commanded Israel not to give into during the time of the prophet Daniel.  Pictures have been found that show that ancient Assyria and parts of Siberia also worshiped a triune divinity.  Ancient Egypt had no less than two trinities of gods:  Ra, Amon, and Ptah the three persons in one Sun god and Osiris, Isis, and Horus, the trinity of father, mother, and son.  Hinduism has had a supreme trinity from ancient times:  Brahma the Creator, Shiva the Destroyer, Vishun the Preserver.  It is often represented by one statue with three heads.  Buddhism also has a sort of trinity-type belief:  The Mahayana or northern school of Buddhism has the doctrine of the “triple body” or Trikaya which is often worshipped and manifested as three-headed statues – on one body – of Buddha.  Taoism, the Chinese religion, has the Three Purities as its official trinity of supreme gods which is made up of The Jade Emperor, Lao Tzu, and Ling Pao.  

More directly, a philosophic trinity appears in the teachings of Plato and it was these ideas that heavily effected the theological beliefs and writings of Greek converts to Christianity in the 3rd and 4th centuries, where the idea of a Triune Godhead was first introduced to Christianity.  Clearly, an emphasis and association of the number three with God finds its roots in non-Biblical sources and originated somewhere other than the Jewish Old Testament, or the teachings of Jesus Christ or the writing of His disciples.  Any belief about God focusing on what the scriptures tell us about Him, must emphasize – as the scriptures do – that the God of the Bible is indivisibly “one!”    

� The entire Bible obviously refutes this theory; how appropriate is John 3:16!


� See Hebrews 11:3; Acts 17:28.


� Examples are Hindu, Buddhism, Taoism, etcetera.  


� See Exodus 3:14.


� Monarchianists are sometimes labeled by the redundant, “Oneness Monotheists.”  


� From which comes the name “modalistic.”  


� Shema means “hear” as in “Hear, Oh Israel.”


� Which the Jews obey today through the fastening of boxes called “phylacteries” that have such key scriptures written on paper inside of them.


� The exact numbers are KJV = 48, ESV = 51, NASU = 51, NKJV = 52, NIV = 53, and NLTse = 52.  


� This might be a good time to note that the terms “Trinity” and “God in three persons,” or “Divine Tri-unity” are not scriptural terms and are not found within the Bible text.  


� For the source, see Hislop, Alexander, The Two Babylons, 3rd Edition:  Chick Publications, Ontario, Canada. 





Endnotes





� The most famous atheist of all time was a French man by the name of Voltaire.  Voltaire vowed a vow to destroy all of Christianity before his death.  After Voltaire died, his home became the headquarters of a Bible society that printed Bibles and distributed them.  Voltaire also criticized the famous scientist, Isaac Newton, who predicted that one day men would be able to travel at speeds of over 40 miles an hour.  Voltaire scoffed at this idea stating that a man traveling at such speeds would “suffocate and his heart would stop.”  Voltaire’s life definitely proves that the Bible is true when it states in Psalms 14:1 that “The fool hath said in his heart, there is no God!”





� An easy way to tell the difference between the two types of Trinitarianism is by the answer given to the question, “when you get to heaven and look at God, what will you see?”  Those who answer “we will see one throne with Jesus Christ upon it,” or something similar are of the first, confused type.  Those whose answer distinguishes between “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” are of the second type.  Of course, the Bible says that there is one throne in heaven, and one who sits upon it (Revelation 4:2).  





� There are many Oneness religious groups in existence today of which the United Pentecostal Church International, the Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, and the Assemblies of the Lord Jesus Christ are by far the largest.  





� The story of how this dubious verse originated is found in the story of a man named Erasmus who made possible the first English translations from the original languages by compiling the first printed Greek New Testament.  At the time – the early 1500s – Erasmus’ Greek manuscript proved just how corrupt the Latin Vulgate, the Catholic Bible of that time, had become and caused him to have some enemies.  When he printed his Greek manuscript, Erasmus did not include 1 John 5:7 because it was not in any of the Greek manuscripts that he had seen.  It was omitted from his first and second editions.  Two opponents of Erasmus, named Edward Lee and Diego Lopez Zuniga, attacked Erasmus viciously for following the Greek text rather than the Latin and particularly criticized his leaving out 1 John 5:7 from his Bible.  Erasmus replied that he would include the verse if his enemies could produce one Greek manuscript that included it.  In time, they produced such a text, a “newly-found” text called the Codex Montfortianus, now at Trinity College, Dublin.  It was created in the house of Grey Friars whose provincial, Henry Standish, was an old enemy of Erasmus.  While believing that he had been duped, Erasmus nevertheless included the verse in his printed Greek text to get his enemies off of his back.    





Today, we have over 5,000 manuscripts of the New Testament in Greek and the manuscript produced by Erasmus’ enemies is still the only major one to include the verse; it has been found in a few manuscripts dating after the 16th century.  Virtually all modern day scholars agree that it was created just to force Erasmus to include it in his Greek text and to vindicate the Latin Vulgate.  For this reason, virtually all of the modern English translations do not include this verse and only a few include it in a footnote.  It was included in the KJV because the translators leaned heavily on Erasmus’ Greek text that had included it.  Today, it is found only in the NKJV which gives it with a footnote.       
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Bible Translations are marked as follows:  ESV = English Standard Version, NKJV = New King James Version, 

KJV = King James Version, NASU = New American Standard Update, NIV = New International Version, 

NLTse = New Living Translation 2nd edition.  For full translation declarations see Preface. 
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