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Children’s Talk: Understanding Who God Is 
- We’re talking today about God. 
- When we look around at the world and say, “I wonder who made all of this and what He’s 

like.” 

- The earliest people on earth knew exactly what God was like. 
- They could communicate with God pretty directly and so they knew Him well and loved Him 

very much.  

- But, as time passed, people turned away from God to do selfish and harmful things, and as 
they did, they lost a lot of what they knew from God. 

- And so there got to be lots of different stories about gods and goddesses. 
- You might have heard some of the stories about Ancient Egyptian gods and 

goddesses like Osiris, Isis, and Horus. 
- Or Greek and Roman gods and goddesses like Zeus, Athena, and Apollo. 

- These stories often have something that’s true in them—something remembered from 
the earliest times when people understood God—but there’s also a lot that is weird and 
wrong in them. 

- Often the gods and goddesses in the stories are selfish and cruel and I don’t think 
that’s a good way to think about God. 

- Then there are the stories of the Children of Israel in the Old Testament. 
- God is named Jehovah which means, sort of, the I AM—the one who is. 
- And the teachings are very clear that Jehovah is actually the only God—there is only one God 

and that God is Jehovah. 
- The stories and teachings about Jehovah in the Old Testament can be confusing. 

- Sometimes God seems very merciful and loving; and other times He is described as 
being angry and getting revenge. 

- Those stories were written according to how the people who wrote them 
understood who God was. 

- And the Children of Israel didn’t believe that they could see God. 
- They thought that if they saw God, they would die. 

- Then we fast-forward again to when Jesus was born. 
- And people were told that when He was born He would be called Immanuel which 

means “God with us” (Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:23). 

- But people were not sure about who Jesus was. 
- There were some people who believed that God had certain people that He cared about more 

than others. 
- Because Jehovah had made a covenant with Abraham over two thousand years before 

that to look after him and his family if they followed Jehovah, the people who were the 
great, great, great… grandchildren of Abraham still thought that they were God’s chosen 
people. 

- But Jesus was teaching that that wasn’t true. 
- And so one day they were arguing with Jesus about this and Jesus said something very 

surprising. 
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- John 8:53, 56-58 (NKJV) 
- 53 [They asked Jesus,] “Are You greater than our father Abraham, who is dead? 

And the prophets are dead. Who do You make Yourself out to be?” 
54 Jesus answered,…. 56 “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw 
it and was glad.”  
57 Then the Jews said to Him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and have You seen 
Abraham?” 
58 Jesus said to them, “Most assuredly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM.” 

- Jesus, who was only about thirty years old, was saying that He had been alive before 
Abraham (thousands of years before). 

- How could that be possible? 
- Because He was the I AM. 
- Jesus was and is Jehovah. 
- He was the same God who the earliest people knew and loved, the same God that the 

Egyptians and Greeks and Romans had myths about. 
- He was that God who had come into the world in human form so that people could again 

know who He really was and is. 

- In the book of Revelation Jesus says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the 
End… who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty” (Revelation 1:8). 

- So if we want to understand who God is, and who He has been in the past, and who He will 
be in the future, then we should get to know Him as Jesus Christ. 

- There are many ideas of God out in the world. 
- And many of them have some truth to them. 
- But the truest idea of God is Jesus Christ. 
- And so we need to keep reading the stories about Him and keep trying to live 

according to what He taught, so that we can better understand and love our God 
more and more forever. 

- Amen. 
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What Kind of God Do You Believe In? 
A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 

29 November 2021 

Intro 
- Have you ever kicked into something hard with your bare foot? 
- Or dropped just finished making some delicious food, put in some glass dish, and then 

accidentally dropped it on the floor, shattering the dish and sending bits of glass and food 
everywhere? 

- In those moments have you looked up to the heavens and said, “Why, Lord??!!!” 

- Or, have you seen some terrible thing that’s happened in the world and asked yourself, “What 
kind of a God would let that happen?” 

- Those moments show us something useful—they don’t actually provide us with much 
information about God but they do give us useful information about what we believe about 
God or, at least, about what part of us believes about God. 

- Part of us believes that God made us kick our bare foot into that table leg. 
- Part of us believes that God made us drop that bowl on the floor, when we were already 

feeling overwhelmed and had had a long day and nothing had gone right. “God did that 
to us!” part of us says. 

- And part of us is pretty sure that atrocities happen in the world because God doesn’t 
exist or doesn’t care about all those hurting people. 

- Is that the God that you believe in? 
- If you asked me if I believe in a God who does bad things to us and doesn’t care about 

our suffering I would say, “Of course not!” 
- And I would guess that you would have a similar response. 

- And we could have a useful conversation about our intellectual understanding of who 
God is. 

- But there’s also a part of me that is hurt and scared and anxious and that part of me struggles 
to believe in a good God. 

- And there’s another part of me that is selfish and does not want to believe in God or what He 
teaches, except when it happens to be useful for my own purposes. 

- I would guess that you have those parts of you as well. 

- My hope is that today, as we talk about what kind of God you believe in, that we can 
acknowledge that we have these parts of us that don’t believe the “right” things about God. 

- If we can acknowledge those harmful beliefs we have, then we might have a chance of 
making some progress with them. 

- Instead of just focussing on the intellectual side of things or what we all know that we 
should believe when we’re in a good mood and in our right minds, etc.  

- If we just pay attention to the parts of ourselves that already believe the “right” 
things about God, then we can’t get the healing we need. 

- It would be like going to the doctor and the doctor examines your head for 
quite a while—checks it externally, and asks a bunch of questions about how 
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our head feels, and also even does some brain scans—and after all of that 
says, “You’re doing just fine.” 

- But meanwhile he doesn’t even look at the large wound that we have in our 
feet that is starting to get infected. 

- Just because our head is fine does not mean that everything is fine. 

- We’re now going to look at a couple of difficult depictions of God in the Old and New 
Testaments and we’ll talk about why God is depicted in those different ways and why we 
might sometimes believe in an angry and vengeful God. 

- And I hope that we’ll eventually emerge with a better understanding of ourselves and the 
range of different things that we believe about God and I hope we’ll also gain a better 
understanding of what God is really like. 

God Depicted As Punishing Wickedness 
- One very common way that God is depicted in the Bible is as someone who punishes evil. 
- As early as the third chapter of Genesis you see God at first walking with the people in the 

Garden of Eden but then pronouncing curses on Adam, Eve, and the serpent when they eat 
from the forbidden tree and then banishing them from the Garden of Eden. 

- And that is actually a very mild story to some of the passages that come later in the 
Bible. 

- Not many chapters later God decides, because of the great wickedness of people on the 
earth, to send a flood to kill almost every living thing on the earth.  

- And there are many, many other examples; I’ll just share one with you. 
- In Leviticus Jehovah says, 

- Leviticus 26:14, 16-17 (NKJV) 
- 14 “But if you do not obey Me, and do not observe all these 

commandments,…. 16 I also will do this to you: I will even appoint terror 
over you, wasting disease and fever which shall consume the eyes and 
cause sorrow of heart. And you shall sow your seed in vain, for your 
enemies shall eat it. 17 I will set My face against you, and you shall be 
defeated by your enemies. Those who hate you shall reign over you, 
and you shall flee when no one pursues you.” 

- In case that wasn’t enough, Jehovah then says, “And after all this, if you do 
not obey Me, then I will punish you seven times more for your sins” (Leviticus 
26:18). 

- And then He lists more bad things that will happen to them. 
- Then He says, “Then, if you walk contrary to Me, and are not willing to obey 

Me, I will bring on you seven times more plagues, according to your sins” 
(26:21). 

- And then lists more bad things that will happen to them. 
- And then He says, “And if by these things you are not reformed by Me, but 

walk contrary to Me, then I also will walk contrary to you, and I will punish you 
yet seven times for your sins” (26:23-24). 

- Then He lists more bad things that will happen to them. 
- And then He says, “And after all this, if you do not obey Me, but walk contrary 

to Me, then I also will walk contrary to you in fury; and I, even I, will chastise 
you seven times for your sins” (26:27-28). 
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- And He lists even more bad things that will happen to them. 

- What’s going on here? 

The Typical Christian Explanation 
- Let me start by giving you the answer you would get in a lot of Christian churches. 
- A lot of Christian Churches would say that the God of the Old Testament is God the Father, 

one of three persons of the Trinity. 
- And God the Father demands holiness in His people. 
- And we all fall short of that because of sin and so we are all deserving of eternal 

punishment and damnation. 
- And then the solution that a typical Christian church would give is that Jesus Christ, the loving 

God of the New Testament and another person of the Trinity can appease the angry God the 
Father. 

- Jesus Christ died on the cross to make atonement for our sins and, if we accept Him, 
then we are saved from our deserved punishment and damnation by His grace. 

- There are many, many problems with this explanation and we’ll go into some of them in a 
minute. 

- But, before we do, it’s worth acknowledging that there is something in us that likes an 
explanation like this, that wants to believe in a God (or gods) like this. 

- Listen to this intriguing passage from the teachings of the New Church: 
- True Christianity §296:2  

- The human mind is like a three-story house that contains people on the 
bottom floor who have convinced themselves that there have been three gods 
from eternity, while on the second and third floors there are people who 
acknowledge and believe in one God in a human form that can be seen—the 
Lord God the Saviour. 

- So there is a level of each of our minds where we are convinced by this idea of 
three gods from eternity. 

- Just because we’ve been exposed to the teachings of the New Church, does 
not make us immune to the appeal of these ideas. 

- Because it’s appealing to be able to separate the judgment of God from the 
mercy of God. 

- It’s appealing to think, “Well, I’ve done some bad stuff and probably will 
have some bad consequences coming my way but maybe if I just 
believe hard enough in that nice Jesus guy then He can just make all 
that bad stuff disappear.” 

- That’s an attractive thing to believe in and the lowest level of our minds 
likes it a lot. 

The New Church Explanation 
That’s What People Thought God Was Like 
- Now let’s talk about how the New Church explains why it seems like God is punishing people 

in the Bible. 
- And, by the way, this explanation also covers why God is depicted in the Bible as tempting 

people, forgetting people, changing His mind, wanting revenge, etc. 
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- Why is the Lord depicted this way? 
- Secrets of Heaven §8819 

- Jehovah or the Lord appears to everyone according to their quality, so as love and 
as the light of truth to people who are in good, but as an enemy and avenger to 
those who are in evil.  

- It’s spiritual confirmation bias—we see what we expect to see. 
- And it’s also what psychologists would call projection—we project things about ourselves 

onto God, we assume that God is like us. 
- As it says in Psalm 18, talking to Jehovah, 

- Psalm 18:25-26 (NKJV) 
- 25 With the merciful You will show Yourself merciful; 

 With a blameless man You will show Yourself blameless; 
26 With the pure You will show Yourself pure; 
 And with the devious You will show Yourself shrewd. 

- The teachings of the New Church say that the Children of Israel were full of cruelty and 
hatred and so they projected that onto God and those descriptions were what ended up 
in the Bible. 

- Secrets of Heaven §3605:4 
- The… Israelitish people more than all others were such that as soon as they 

detected any enmity present even with allies they believed that they were 
entitled to treat them cruelly…. [B]ecause the Lord’s inflowing mercy was 
converted in this way into such hatred with them… they inevitably believed 
that Jehovah too was capable of hating, being angry, wrathful, and furious. 
This is the reason why the Word has spoken in this way according to the 
appearance. For what a person is like in themselves determines how they see 
the Lord…. 

- The literal sense of the Word is written according to how things seem or how they appear to 
people. 

- Secrets of Heaven §1838:2 
- It seems to us as though the Lord would devastate, punish, and condemn, and 

because it seems this way, the Word speaks in the same terms, to suit 
appearances. If we were not taught in accord with appearances, we would refuse 
to be taught at all. Anything contrary to the appearances we do not believe or 
comprehend, until later when we learn to judge well and receive the gift of a faith 
rooted in love for others. 

- So, unless the Lord was depicted in the Old Testament as punishing people who’ve done evil, 
the Children of Israel wouldn’t have believed it and nor would have we. 

- And it’s useful for us, for a time, to believe that we will be punished by God if we do evil. 
- Secrets of Heaven §9982 

- [A] person is initially introduced to good by the prospect of reward and 
deterred from evil by the prospect of punishment.  

- But, there is hope for us to come to a truer understanding of God in time, as we 
understand more and work on serving other people. 
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- So that’s a big part of the New Church explanation: that God is depicted the way He is in the 
Bible, not because of how He really is, but because that’s what the people of the time 
believed. 

- There’s also another really important thing to understand about the different ways God is 
depicted in the Bible. 

“The Loving Jehovah and the Angry Jesus” 
- Here I am going to be borrowing heavily from a great Bible Study done years ago by Dr 

Jonathan Rose. 
- You can watch it online or listen to it. 
- It’s called “The Loving Jehovah and the Angry Jesus” (https://video.ibm.com/recorded/

17422927) 
- In this Bible Study, Dr Rose is wanting to debunk this idea that the Old Testament depicts God 

the Father as angry and vengeful and the New Testament depicts Jesus Christ as mild, 
merciful, and friendly. 

- He starts by citing lots of examples in which Jesus appears to be angry with people. 
- Like when Jesus healed a man with a withered hand in the synagogue and “looked 

around at them with anger…” because they were not willing to admit it was the right 
thing to do to heal a person in need on the Sabbath (Mark 3:5). 

- Or like when he cast the money changers out of the temple (Mark 11:15). 
- Dr Rose makes a list of all the names that Jesus calls people; these include blind 

guides, Satan, child of hell, evil, adulterous, sinful, whitewashed tombs, faithless, foolish, 
greedy, wicked, serpents, and brood of vipers (or children of snakes). 

- It’s pretty easy to demonstrate that this idea that Jesus is always meek and mild is just 
inaccurate. 

- Next Dr Rose questions the idea that Jehovah is always angry and He cites many passages 
from the Old Testament where it describes how loving and merciful Jehovah is. 

- There’s one that I know many of you know because we say it as a blessing before 
meals. 

- It’s from the Psalms and listen to the end of it: “Oh, give thanks unto Jehovah, for 
He is good! For His mercy is forever” (Psalm 118:1). 

- Jehovah’s mercy is forever. 
- In another Psalm we read that Jehovah is “good, ready to forgive, and abundant in 

mercy …full of compassion, and gracious, longsuffering” (Psalm 86:5, 15).  
- And in another Psalm we read this: 

- Psalm 103:8, 10-12 (NKJV, modified) 
- 8  Jehovah is merciful and gracious, 

 Slow to anger, and abounding in mercy. 
  …. 
10  He has not dealt with us according to our sins, 
 Nor punished us according to our iniquities. 
11  For as the heavens are high above the earth, 
 So great is His mercy toward those who fear Him; 
12  As far as the east is from the west, 
 So far has He removed our transgressions from us. 
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- And it’s not just in the Psalms that you find these statements; they are throughout 
the Old Testament, from the five books of Moses through the major and minor 
prophets. 

It’s the Same Loving God Throughout 
- The point of this is not to pretend like they’re aren’t also many passages in the Old Testament 

that depict Jehovah as angry and vengeful; there are plenty of those too and we’ve seen 
some of them. 

- The point is that the Old and New Testaments are actually consistent in their 
presentation of God—God can appear angry and vengeful outwardly but, on the inside 
He is actually loving and endlessly merciful. 

- The God of the New Testament is the same as the God of the Old Testament. 
- Jesus Christ is the loving Jehovah of the Old Testament, come in human form to 

save us from hell. 
- We can actually see this if we look carefully enough. 

- In the story of the man with the withered hand, when you read a bit more of the verse you see 
this: “He… looked around at them with anger, being grieved by the hardness of their hearts” 
(Mark 3:5). 

- And at the end of one of Jesus’ long speeches to the Pharisees about how evil they are, in 
which He calls them lots of names He says this: 

- Matthew 23:33-34, 37 (NKJV) 
- 33 “Serpents, brood of vipers! How can you escape the condemnation of hell? 34 

Therefore, indeed, I send you prophets, wise men, and scribes: some of them you 
will kill and crucify, and some of them you will scourge in your synagogues and 
persecute from city to city…. 
37 “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who kills the prophets and stones those who 
are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen 
gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!” 

- It sounds like a lot of condemnation but we can also hear the everlasting love of Jehovah in 
Jesus’ words. 

- It’s a condemnation that He desperately wants to rescue them from. 
- He says, “Serpents, brood of vipers! How can you escape the condemnation of 

hell?” 
- How can you escape? What can I do to help you turn back from hell? 

- And remember that Jesus was only in His thirties here but He’s speaking with a much 
older voice, the voice of the God who sent prophets to the Children of Israel for 
hundreds of years. 

- He says, “How often I wanted to gather your children together….” That’s not 
something that makes sense for a thirty-year-old to say. 

- It’s the voice of the loving Jehovah who has wanted to gather His children together 
and protect them since the beginning of time. 

- In these stories it appears that the Lord is condemning and angry but He’s actually just 
desperately wanting to save people from themselves and from hell. 

- We can see the same thing in the verses we read from Leviticus earlier. 
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- It can look like He’s just piling on the punishment—“And then I’ll punish you seven times 
more!” 

- But each time that further punishment is only if the people don’t turn back. 
- If He actually hated us and wanted to punish us He would give us one strike and 

then smite us into oblivion; but instead He gives us chance after chance after 
chance. 

Conclusion 
- It’s useful to realise that when we think about God and think about what He is like, a big part 

of what we see will be based on what we are like more than what He is like. 
- It’s like we think we’re looking at God but are actually looking in a mirror. 

- And it’s also useful to realise that we all have a lower self, that lowest level of the house of our 
minds, where we’re going to be inclined to believe in three gods, where we’re going to believe 
the same kinds of things as the Children of Israel, where we’re going to believe that god is 
vengeful and unfair and forgets about us, etc. 

- Because that’s how things look to our lower self. 
- That’s what our lower self sees in the mirror. 
- And our lower self will even be able to find passages in the Bible that seem to confirm 

these appearances. 

- But a mirror doesn’t just have to be used to show us ourselves; it can also be used to redirect 
our gaze and show us things that we wouldn’t see without it. 

- We can look around a corner; we can see what’s behind us in our car mirrors; and we 
can be looking down at a mirror and see what’s above us. 

- The teachings of the New Church say that the Bible or the Sacred Scripture can be 
a mirror like this for us, so that as we look down to read His Word we can see our 
God above us reflected in it. 

- True Christianity §6:2 
- For all those who have formed the state of their mind from God, Sacred 

Scripture is like a mirror in which they see God, although each in a 
different way. The mirror is made of truths that they learn from the Word 
and become steeped in through living a life according to them.  

- We’re each going to see God in a unique way. 
- We can and should pray to the Lord that He helps us to see Him in His Word and guide us, as 

we try to follow Him, to give us a more and more accurate understanding of who our loving 
God really is. 

- Amen. 
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