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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• Ways of understanding and describing God in the following terms:
 – Immanence and transcendence;
 – Omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent and omnibenevolent;
 – Knowable and unknowable;
 – Monotheism and polytheism.

• Contrasting beliefs about the nature of God.

KEY TERMS
Monotheism – the belief that there is only one God;

Polytheism – the belief in or worship of more than one god.

WAYS OF UNDERSTANDING AND DESCRIBING GOD
There are many different beliefs 
about God and many different 
ways to describe God. The 
dictionary describes God as a 
supreme being, Creator and Ruler 
of the universe. 

Richard Swineburne elaborates 
with this definition of God:

‘a person without a body, present 
everywhere, the creator and 
sustainer of the universe, a free 
agent, able to do everything, 
knowing all things, perfectly 
good, a source of moral obligation 
… holy and worthy of worship.’

TASK
Watch ‘What is God Like? Crash Course Philosophy #12’ via YouTube for a good overview of the nature of God.
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GOD’S IMMANENCE AND TRANSCENDENCE
The idea that God is immanent means that he is within or part of creation. In other words, God is active, 
present and involved in the universe he created. He is not some distant being and wants to have a special 
relationship with humans. The bible informs religious believers that God has been involved in human history 
e.g. sending Jesus and the work of the Holy Spirit are examples of God’s immanence.

Genesis 3:8-9 implies that God is immanent:

Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of 
the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But the Lord God called to the man, 
“Where are you?”

Christians today believe that God is still active in the world and this explains why people today pray and 
claim that they have religious experiences e.g. miracles such as Floirbeth Mora Diaz in 2011.

Many philosophers have a different view of God and argue that God must be transcendent. This means that 
God is above and beyond creation, that he is completely distinct from the universe and does not intervene. 
God is not like anything else that exists therefore he cannot be controlled by the limits of the universe e.g. 
time.

Genesis 1:1-3 gives the idea of a transcendant God:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness 
was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. And God said, “Let there 
be light,” and there was light.

Some philosophers argue that it is contradictory to accept that God is both immanent and transcendent e.g. 
how can God be part of creation yet be distinct from it? However, many religious believers argue that God 
is both: he does take an interest in human lives yet because he is God, he is beyond human understanding. 
Christians, for example, believe that God is both immanent and transcendent: the transcendant God the 
Father becomes immanent through Jesus and the Holy Spirit.

TASK
Answer the following question:
Explain how some religious believers think of God as both transcendent and immanent.
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GOD’S OMNIPOTENCE, OMNISCIENCE, OMNIPRESENCE & OMNIBENEVOLENCE
(i) As an omnipotent being, God is completely powerful. He has the power to do anything at all and there 
are no limits to his power. The Creation account in Genesis 1 shows how powerful God is – he creates the 
universe out of nothing (ex nihilo). God’s power is also shown through Moses in the Old Testament when he 
send the plagues and parted the Red Sea to allow the Israelites to escape from Egypt. The Old Testament 
prophet Job recognises God’s omnipotence: I know that you can do all things.

The power of Jesus as shown throughout the gospels illustrate God’s omnipotence e.g. the calming of the 
storm and the raising of Jairus’ daughter from the dead. Modern miracles also show the power of God. For 
example, the case of Floribeth Mora shows God’s power.

(ii) God is described as being omniscient which means that he is all-knowing. God knows everything 
from the past and what will happen in the future and is the source of all knowledge e.g. morals. He knows 
everything about each and every person he has created and when someone has done something, God knows 
if our intentions were pure or not.

In Hebrews, 4:13 Paul informs us that God is omniscient:
nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.

(iii) God is omnipresent – he is present everywhere at all times. Every part of God is present in every part 
of the universe, and there is nowhere where God is absent! In Matthew 18:20, Jesus claimed that where two 
or three are gathered together in my name, I am among them. For Christians, this is reassuring because 
they believe that God is with them and is protecting them. However, there is no hiding from God. In the Old 
Testament, Jonah tried to hide from God because he didn’t like the job he was asked to do. Jonah sailed off 
to get away from God, however, he was swallowed by a fish and was taken back to do the job God had given 
him!

(iv) Finally, God is omnibenevolent meaning that he is completely good and is the source of all goodness. 
Christians believe that God’s benevolence is linked to the saving plan he has for creation e.g. that God 
sacrificed his only son in order to save humanity from sin. This characteristic of God implies that God is all-
loving and reflects the teaching from 1John 4:16:
And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is Love.

Some philosophers object to attributing such qualities to God. Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711 – 
1776) is critical of a God who is all-powerful and loving yet allows evil to exist in the world:

“Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is not omnipotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then is he 
malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Then whence cometh evil? Is he neither able nor willing? Then why 
call him god?”

TASK
Answer the following question:
Describe the main characteristics of God from one religion you have studied.
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GOD AS BEING KNOWABLE AND UNKNOWABLE
Some philosophers argue that God is knowable. This means that it is possible for humans to know and 
understand exactly what God is like and to describe God in human terms. This leads to an image of God 
which is very personal – the idea that he has human qualities such as ‘God is like a father’. Jesus is the 
ultimate example of a personal God. The idea of a personal and immanent God makes it much easier for 
humans to form a relationship with God. This God is interested in their problems and will listen to their 
prayers. He fully understands human needs and will act to help his followers.

Other philosophers, however, argue that God is completely unknowable – humans will never be able to 
understand what God is like. This leads to an idea of an impersonal God, the idea that he is not like a 
human in any way and has no personal human-like qualities. The advantage of this perspective is that it 
does not reduce God to the level of a human being. If God created the whole universe then he must be far 
beyond human understanding. The idea of an impersonal and transcendant God implies that God will not be 
personally involved in people’s lives because he is above space and time. This goes some way to help some 
religious believers understand why there is so much evil and suffering in the world.

TASK
Discuss with a partner or a small group:
Do we ‘know’ God’s gender? Is God male or female?

Consider the following points to help inform your discussion:
• God is usually referred to as ‘He’ and the word ‘Father’ is used to describe God by Jesus on several 

occasions. This implies that God is male.
• However, God cannot have a gender as God is not a biological being. The Catholic Church teach that ‘God 

transcends the human distinction between the sexes. He is neither man or woman: he is God.’
• Within Islam, even though the Quran uses the word he, the actual Arabic words for Allah have no gender 

or plural form.

Some philosophers are critical of religious claims that God is both knowable and unknowable because it 
is a paradoxical belief but also leads to a conclusion that is logically unacceptable. For example, logical 
positivists would argue that it is meaningless to use such language to describe God because it can’t be 
tested or verified by observation.
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CONTRASTING BELIEFS ABOUT THE NATURE OF GOD

Monotheism and Polytheism
People who believe that there is only one God are monotheistic. The Abrahamic faiths e.g. Jews, Christians 
and Muslims are all monotheistic. 

Those who believe that believe in many Gods are called polytheistic. Hinduism is often considered to be a 
polytheistic faith as the religion has many gods with each one representing a certain aspect of the Supreme 
Absolute, Brahman. 

CHRISTIANITY
As outlined above, Christians believe that God is omnipotent, omnibenelovent and omniscient and both 
immanent and transcendent.

Christianity is a monotheistic religion and Christians believe that one God exists in three persons. Jesus 
himself implies this in Matthew 28:19

Go, then, to all people everywhere and make them my disciples:
baptise them in the name of the father, the son and the holy spirit.

Jesus’ own baptism in the opening chapter of Mark’s Gospel shows the presence of the trinity:

Just as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on 
him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”

Christians believe that The Father created the universe, created all life including bringing people into 
existence. When Christians call God ‘Father’ they mean that God’s relationship with his people is like a loving 
father’s relationship with his children.

The Son is God made man or God incarnate (made flesh). Jesus died as a sacrifice to atone for human sin. 
After his resurrection he rejoined the father in heaven. The words of Gabriel to Mary at the beginning of 
Luke’s Gospel clearly shows Jesus’ divinity:

The Holy Spirit will come on 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.

The Holy Spirit is the part of God that lives in the world and has guided Christians from Pentecost Sunday. 
St Paul outlied the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit – the Spirit gives courage at difficult times, strengthens 
the faith and guides people when making decisions.

It is important to note that belief in the trinity is NOT belief in three Gods. According to legend, St Patrick 
used a shamrock to illustrate the nature of the trinity – one plant has three parts just like God. 
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ISLAM
Muslims are also monotheistic and believe that Allah is one. The Shahadah is the core belief of the Muslim 
faith:

There is no other God but Allah and Muhammad is the prophet of Allah.

Muslims share many of the same beliefs about Allah as Christians have about God. For example, Muslims 
believe that Allah is omnipotent, omnibenelovent and omniscient. 

The oneness of God is referred to as tawhid by Muslims. Muslims believe that God is transcendent, that 
Allah is above and beyond anything that exists in the world. Muslims reject any notion that God would have 
a son:

Say He is Allah the One. Allah is eternal and absolute. None is born of him, nor is he born. And there is none 
like him.

Similar to Christian belief, Muslims also believe that God is immanent. They believe that Allah is present 
in the universe and wants to have a relationship with humans. He has allowed Muslims to get to know 
him through the Quran which was given to Muhammad by Gabriel. Allah has made himself known to the 
people through the prophets and angels. Muslims believe that Abraham, Moses and Jesus were prophets but 
Muhammad was the greatest and final prophet of God. Muslims do not worship Muhammad, but respect him 
as a God’s messenger. Muhammad was visited by the angel Gabriel who revealed the words of the Qur’an to 
him. By living according to the Qur’an, Muslims can live in a way that is pleasing to God.

The Qur’an teaches that there are 99 names for God which informs Muslims about God’s true nature. Some of 
the names include:
• The Most Merciful
• The Most Loving
• The All Forgiving
• The All Hearing
• The All Knowing
• The All Seeing
• The Giver of Life

Unlike Christian practice, it is wrong for Muslims to have any images of Allah or the prophet Muhammad. 
Teaching from the Qur’an condemn making images for worship and Muslims believe that Whoever makes 
a picture [of God] will be punished by Allah. It is believed that making images reduces God to the level of 
humans and God is more superior than human images can ever show. God is a spiritual being therefore 
physical images are meaningless for Muslims. 
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HINDUISM
As mentioned above, Hinduism is often considered to be a polytheistic faith as 
the religion has many gods with each one representing a certain aspect of the 
Supreme Absolute, Brahman. Braham is the source of all life and has the following 
characteristics:
• Brahman is omnipresent;
• Brahman has no gender because it is not a human being or like anything else 

in creation – therefore Brahman is transcendent as it can never be known or 
understood;

• It is impossibe for humans to understand Brahman therefore it is unknowable.

However, Hindus believe that Brahman is made known to humans through thousands of lesser gods and 
goddeses which each reflect different aspects of Brahman’s character or personality. 

The three key deities which form the Trimurti or Hindu Trinity are:
1. Brahma (The Creator) has four faces, each of which corresponds to one of the 

four Vedas, the oldest Hindu scriptures;
2. Vishnu (The Preserver) is often depicted with blue skin and four arms. He is 

responsible for preserving the earth in times of trouble;
3. Shiva (The Destroyer) is sometimes referred to as the lord of the dance or 

Nataraja. His dance is symbolic of the cycle of creation and destruction as 
Shiva is responsible for change and transformation.

Hindus also have a group of three goddesses which form the Tridevi, a feminine version of the Trimurti:
1. Saraswati is the goddess of knowledge, art, and wisdom. She is often depicted sitting on a white lotus, a 

symbol of purity and truth;
2. Lakshmi is the goddess of wealth and fortune;
3. Parvati is the Hindu goddess of fertility, love, marriage and children. She is also the wife of Shiva.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Explain what one religious tradition teaches about monotheism.
2. Explain what one religious tradition teaches about polytheism.
3. All religions are false because they have different beliefs about God. Do you agree? Give reasons for your 

answer.
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