
The Character of God

Lamentations 1:1-6; 2 Timothy 1:1-14; Luke 17:5-10

When you hear or think the word God what do you imagine God’s character to be like?

For example, do you think of an indifferent reality? A threatening, stern, punitive reality? A gracious

loving, compassionate reality? Some combination of those traits? Or something totally different?

In nonreligious language, the question being asked here is “What is reality like?” Our answer

matters greatly. Whether consciously aware of it or not, our sense of “what reality is like” shapes how

we live. 

Our reading from Lamentations is just that, a lament. The Babylonians have torn down the walls

around Jerusalem, looted the temple, captured all the royal family, anyone in a position of power and

taken them back to Babylon where many of them were executed by the king. Why? According to

lamentations: “Her foes have become the masters, her enemies prosper, because the Lord has made

[Judah] suffer because of her transgressions (vs 5).” Simply put, they had been bad and God punished

them.

Marcus Borg says when we think of the character of God there are three primary ways to do

that.

The first sees God as indifferent, the second as threatening or dangerous (as the passage from

Lamentations illustrates) and the third as gracious and life-giving.

The first model sees the character of God as indifferent and basically uninvolved with us in any

purposeful way. “What is” is indifferent to human needs and ends. This is a common modern vision of

God or reality. The universe is constituted by impersonal forces and energies. It has no character or

purpose. Or if it does, it is a movement toward greater complexity of life.

But no matter how wondrous and glorious, reality simply “is.” It has no “character”—or, perhaps
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more accurately, the character of “what is” is indifferent to us and all that we value.

Though this understanding is mostly a modern one, it was occasionally found in antiquity. Some

voices fro the distant past saw reality this way—typically, voices of lament speaking from great

suffering. God or the gods were indifferent. But it was not the common view, even as some sometimes

wondered if it was “the way things are.”

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this view began to sprout among some Christian

thinkers. Known as Deists and sometimes as rationalists, they sought to accommodate Christianity to

the intellectual dynamic of the Enlightenment. Though they continued to affirm God as real, they saw

the universe operating within a framework of discoverable regularities, commonly thought of as natural

laws. God was the creator of the universe “back then,” “in the beginning,” including its natural laws.

Since then God has not needed to do anything. The watch of the universe was wound up and now

continues to run. Implicitly or explicitly, God has not been involved since the “beginning.”

While it’s true that few Christians today would identify themselves as Deists, it is still that kind of

understanding that is present in contemporary Christianity. Some reconcile God as creator with the

understanding of the universe as operating in accordance with natural laws in the same way that the

Deists did; God set it up in the beginning as something separate from God, and since then it has run on

its own. God is a somewhat distant creator—not here, not present, not involved in the process. It is

often accompanied by what has been deemed practical atheism, a way of living and being that

assumes that God is not involved in the process of the universe and our lives.

As we mve to the second model of understanding God, it is somewhat ironic that Christian

language regularly speaks of God as loving because many Christians see God’s character very

differently. God is seen not as loving but instead as the source and enforcer of requirements whether

that be belief or behaviour or both. God—or at least the wrath of God—is much to be feared. Even
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though God loves us, God will also punish us “for our own good.” (How many times I heard that from

my parents!)

The punitive image of God’s character is a core element of the heaven-and-hell framework for

understanding Christian language. It has haunted the lives of Christians for centuries. Imagine how the

threat of hell operated in the minds of our ancestors during all of the centuries in which heaven and hell

were taken for granted as afterlife possibilities. Many must have wondered if they were right with God

or if they were facing the fires of hell. Some Christians still do. The message of many Christian

churches, explicitly or implicitly, is that we need to measure up to the requirements of a punitive God. It

is phrased in the question: Where will you spend eternity?

There is an escape from the punishment that we all deserve however, we can be saved form the

consuming fire that will devour humankind. God makes exceptions that are based in believing that

Jesus appeased God’s wrath by dying in our place. Those who believe in him will be spared.

Within this framework, how shall we live? What is the Christian life about? If God is a

threatening and punitive judge, then life with God is about measuring up to whatever God requires of

us in order to avoid God’s punishment. The life of requirements and rewards is fearful of failure. But the

Bible contains texts and voices that speak of God’s character very differently. They lead to a very

different image of what life with God is like, what the Christian life is about.

The third possibility of seeing the character of God—of what reality is like—is very different from

the previous two. Rather than seeing God as indifferent or threatening and punitive, God is a gracious,

loving and compassionate reality. God—“what is”—is life-giving and life affirming, willing our

transformation and the transformation of the world and involved in those transformations.

The words gracious, loving, and compassionate are virtual synonyms and are found throughout

the Bible. Gracious and its sibling grace emphasize that life, our life, is a gift. We didn’t create
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ourselves. None of us is self-made. All that we are and whatever we have are gifts.

Loving and compassionate means that God wills our well-being and the well-being of all of

creation. As the opening words of John 3:16 proclaim, God loves the world. In the story of creation in

the first chapter of Genesis, after each day of creation God affirms the goodness of what has been

created and at the end of the sixth day pronounces it all “very good.” God’s compassion is also a

central theme throughout the Bible.

Seeing God’s character as gracious, loving, and compassionate emphasizes that our lives with

God are not about measuring up to God’s requirements for salvation. Rather, life with God is about a

deepening relationship with God not about satisfying requirements of belief and behaviour. God has

been in relationship with us from our beginning, (in the words of the Psalmist - “you knit me together in

my mother’s womb.” 139:13).

Within this framework, in the Christian life, the religious life, we enter into a conscious and

intentional relationship with God. Consciously we become aware of our relationship with God and

intentionally we, of our own volition, seek a deepening relationship with this reality. God is not to be

feared and appeased, but to be embraced and loved which makes a very different kind of life possible.

Life is no longer fear based. We don’t need to protect ourselves from threats—whether from God or the

world. Rather we learn to centre ourselves more deeply in God and trust more deeply in God.

It leads to a life free from fear, whatever happens. To see God’s character as gracious, loving

and compassionate doesn’t mean that bad things don’t happen. God doesn’t miraculously smooth the

highway of life. But in the midst of those challenging times, the Bible proclaims again and again, in

what may be the most frequent of phrases, “Fear not,” “Do not be afraid,” “Do not worry.” The Christian

life is about trusting ever more deeply in God—for therein lies our hope. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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