Matters of Spirit and Body #1

“God Is Spirit”

selected Scriptures

During our Sunday evening services we have a question-and-answer time (and, no, it’s not called, “Stump the Chump”!) Often one question leads to another and we have a great time leaning from each other by looking into God’s Word. Every once in a while a question (or series of questions) arise that cannot be addressed in a brief time. Several weeks ago I was asked a question after the service concluded that fit into that category. 

The question was, “Since God is spiritual, and we are physical, what did that mean when Jesus became a physical being? Is He still physical now, after His resurrection? Will we be physical beings after we are resurrected? How will we see God, who is spiritual?” As you can tell, this is one question that leads to several others. I decided then and there to address these issues over several weeks once our current sermon series concluded. 

So this evening we begin a study entitled, “Matters of Spirit and Body.” While this will not answer every question related to these issues, we will try to tackle the main topics. These messages will consider the nature of God, the nature of human beings, how those differ and how they are similar. We begin with the nature of God, summarized in a simple three-word saying.

Perhaps the most direct description of God to come from the lips of Jesus is this: “God is spirit, and His worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24).
 Notice that it does not say God is a Spirit—the “a” is not there in the original. It clearly says that God is Spirit.
 What does that mean? Fundamentally, God is not composed of matter and does not possess a physical nature.
 While that may sound simple, its ramifications are profound.

In John 4:24, the noun pneuma occurs first in the sentence for emphasis.
 “Spirit” is the emphatic word; “Spirit is God.” The phrase describes the nature of God, not His personality.
 God is essential and, in essence, God is Spirit. God is not material; therefore He is not dependent on material things in this universe. That is to say, He doesn’t need air to breathe, and He does not rely on any kind of nourishment to survive. God can see, but He doesn’t have eyes; He can hear, but He doesn’t have ears.
 I know that sounds strange, but we will return to that thought later.

These words immediately reveal the error of Mormons and all others who picture an anthropomorphic (or man-like) God. The Mormons claim that God the Father has a body, is male in gender, and creates human souls by having relations with a female deity. Yet God is spirit, and as Jesus said in Luke 24:39, “A spirit does not have flesh and bones.” The Greek word translated spirit in these two passages is identical, and Jesus was clearly teaching that God is not a glorified man. In fact He has no body of any kind.

This leads us to three positive statements about the nature of God as spirit.

God as Infinite

First, we see God as infinite. We often equate the term “infinite” with time, and it is accurate to say that God is beyond time, with no beginning and no end. The opening words of the Bible in Genesis 1:1 read, “In the beginning, God.” The Bible always assumes, and never argues, God’s existence. Although everything else had a beginning, God has always been.
 Moses writes in Psalm 90:2, “Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” Not “you were God” or “you will be God,” but “you are God.” This is what theologians refer to as the “eternal present,” that God always exists in the now. Earlier, when Moses asked God who he should tell the enslaved Israelites had sent him, God simply replied, “I am Who I am” (Exodus 3:14). The name Yahweh comes from the Hebrew verb for “I am,” and it points to God as timeless.
 

The truth that God is infinite applies to space as well as time. This is referred to as His omnipresence, or “everywhere present.” His essential being is such that He is not to be thought of as confined to any place.
 David puts it this way in Psalm 139:7-10,

Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast.

The psalmist poetically portrays God’s omnipresence in these lines. In the Hebrew Bible, the pronouns referring to God are abrupt and emphatic: “If I go up to heaven—YOU! If I go down to the grave—YOU!” The next verse carries us out into the vast ocean on “the wings of the dawn.” It’s a beautiful expression, but what does it mean? Most likely it describes the rays of the morning sun that flash across the sky. Perhaps we could paraphrase it more technically by saying: “If I could travel the speed of light….” Just think of that! By traveling at such speed, I would get to the moon in less than two seconds—You! (God would meet me.) It would take about four years to reach the first star at that speed, and again—You! (God would be there as well.) Omnipresence simply means there is no place He is not.

God does not have the limitations involved with a physical body. For one thing, He is not limited to a particular geographical or spatial location.
 We can only be in one place at one time, but not God!  Thus, we should not think of God as having size or dimensions even infinite ones. We should not think of God’s existence as spirit as meaning that God is infinitely large, for example, for it is not part of God but all of God that is in every point of space. Nor should we think that God’s existence as spirit means that God is infinitely small, for no place in the universe can surround him or contain him. Thus, God’s being cannot be rightly thought of in terms of space or time, for He is infinite.
 God is limitless.
This is why, in biblical times, idolatry was forbidden for the Israelites. God, being spirit, could not be represented by any physical object or likeness. That He is not restricted by geographical location also countered the idea that God could be contained and controlled.
 

Because God is spirit and therefore has no form, to attempt to portray Him in a tangible or physical way is to portray Him inaccurately and therefore unworthily. Although today we are not tempted by the grosser forms of idolatry that plagued ancient Israel, we have our own graven images. To use an expression made popular by J. B. Phillips, our God is often too small. Every time we try to squeeze God into preconceived theological molds we think in terms of a deity that is something other, and therefore less, than the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The Lord is greater than our fondest imaginings, and it is appropriate to give Him our worship only in terms of the ways in which He is described in the Scriptures themselves.

Now this concept, that God does not have a body of any kind, has often been disputed. Some have cited passages in the Old Testament that describe the bodily parts of God. Isaiah wrote, “Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save; neither His ear heavy, that it cannot hear, but…your sins have hid His face from you” (59:1-2). Other passages mention God’s eyes (2 Chron. 16:9), His fingers (Ps. 8:3), and His mouth (Isa. 1:20). “If God has all those parts, it seems rather obvious that He has a body,” some say.

But these references to body parts are no doubt examples of language accommodation; they describe God’s activities in terms of the bodily members that we usually associate with them. They only mean that God sees, hears, speaks, and so forth. Were one to insist that these terms literally describe God’s body, he would have real difficulty with passages such as Ruth 2:12, “May you be richly rewarded by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge.” As Walter Martin has said, “If that is literal, God must be a chicken!”

But what about these instances where people apparently saw God or God is described as having physical members? In the Old Testament, God revealed Himself in what are called theophanies (divine appearances) and often used anthropomorphisms (language that made it sound as though He really had hands, eyes, ears). Some speakers and writers erroneously maintain that these anthropomorphic statements are to be taken literally. They argue that when God says the He holds out His hands, that means He really does possess physical hands. The orthodox interpretation, to the contrary, has always maintained that the references in the Bible to human characteristics (anthropomorphisms) are simply God’s way of accommodating to our weaknesses, much like a parent’s use of baby-talk.

God is not physical. He is Spirit. We need eyes in order to see, but God sees without eyes. We need ears in order to hear, but God hears without ears. He made the eye, and the One who made the eye can see. He made the ear, and the One who made the ear can hear. This is not easy for us to understand, so the Bible uses what is known as anthropomorphic terms.
 
God is infinite—He is limitless in regard to time and space. He is omnipresent—present everywhere at once; omniscient—all-knowing; and omnipotent—all-powerful. Any way we think or speak of God that puts limits on Him is an insult to His eternal character. God is spirit, not that He does not exist, but that nothing puts Him in a box.

God as Independent

Second, the fact that God is spirit also means that He is independent. God is self-existent, He depends upon nothing for His existence. Nothing threatens God. He is self-sufficient. God needs nothing. No one supplies Him. He waits on no one.
 Paul writes in Romans 11:33-36, 

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! “Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?” “Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?” For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.

His spiritual nature, described in various ways, points to the reality of God as the absolute Power and Life Giver. As spirit, God is the living God. He is the possessor of infinite life in Himself. Matter is activated by spirit, but God is pure spirit. He is fully life. As such He is the source of all other life. Job 33:4 states, “The Spirit of God has made me; the breath of the Almighty gives me life.” Psalm 104:30 declares, “When you send your Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth.” And Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:13, “God, who gives life to everything…” He is the invisible transcendent living power from whom all derive existence.
 Paul further states in Acts 17:28, “For in him we live and move and have our being.”
God does not depend on anyone or anything outside of Himself for His life. He has the ground of existence in Himself. God is independent in his Being and in everything else—His virtues, decrees, and works. He also causes everything in creation to depend on him.
 
In contrast to the passive ultimates of Greek philosophies, the God of the Bible actively creates, sustains, covenants with his people, preserves Israel and the Messiah’s line of descent, calls prophet after prophet, sends his Son into the world, provides the atoning sacrifice to satisfy his own righteousness, raises Christ from the dead, builds the church, and judges all justly. Far from a passive entity like a warm house, the God of the Bible is an active architect, builder, freedom fighter, advocate of the poor and oppressed, just judge, empathetic counselor, suffering servant, and triumphant deliverer.

One last aspect of God’s independence…He is not dependent on us for anything. I have heard some preachers imply that, if we do not do our part, God is handcuffed, helpless to fulfill His will. Nothing could be further from the truth. In the book of Esther, Mordecai urges the Queen to stand up for her people. When she is hesitant, Mordecai replies in Esther 4:13-14,

“Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?”

Don’t miss that phrase—“relief and deliverance…will arise from another place.” We cannot tie God’s hands. He is independent of our choice. His plan will be accomplished.

God as Individual

Finally, this truth portrays God as individual. Not only God’s spiritual nature but His personality and His relatedness to man are established in Jesus’ one brief statement: “True worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit” (John 4:23-24). Far from being an impersonal “ground of being” or a primal force of some kind, God is a Person who actively relates to human beings. He is not just Mother Nature by another name. God seeks enlightened worshipers.
 You see, God is more than an abstraction. He is a Person.

What does that mean? Although some thinkers use “spirit” to designate impersonal principles or an impersonal absolute, in the biblical context the divine Spirit has personal capacities of intelligence, emotion, and volition.
 We often use the terms “mind”, “heart”, and “will” to describe these capacities. Human beings also possess these characteristics; I believe this is how humankind was created “in the image of God.” Even as you and I have the capability to think, to feel, and to choose, so God is portrayed in Scripture as thinking, feeling, and choosing.

As an independent personality, this means that God cannot be predicted, manipulated, or controlled. Anyone who claims that we can force God to do what we want by saying certain words or doing certain deeds have no clue what they’re talking about. Such portray God as a genie in a bottle, one that exists to fulfill our desires instead of the other way around. Frankly this is an insult to Almighty God.

Furthermore, God is neither male nor female. Yes, masculine pronouns are always used of God, including the titles of Father and Son, and yes, God the Son became a man when He came to earth, but in truth God transcends the physical aspects of both maleness and femaleness. In essence, God is neither masculine nor feminine. The adjectives we use of God are not intended to indicate sexuality but generic personhood. God is neither and both. He contains all personhood; we are all made in his image, male and female.

And so we see God as infinite, independent, and individual. At this point we can define God’s spirituality: God’s spirituality means that God exists as a being that is not made of any matter, has no parts or dimensions, is unable to be perceived by our bodily senses, and is more excellent than any other kind of existence.

In the weeks to come we will see how other created beings are at times similar and other times different than God. We must begin with God, though, since He was before all things and all things come from Him.

Are there any questions?
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