NAVS Discipleship materials
Freedom in Christ 2 – The True God

“God is most glorified by us when we are most satisfied in Him.” John Piper

Aim – To help students to think through their ideas of God and where they originate and to help students to think through the consequences of having a distorted view of God. 

Introduction – We live in a society where many people don’t believe in a god, let alone the God of the Bible. In reality the God of the Bible is very different to how society portrays Him or even to how we as Christians portray Him. In this session, I want us to think a little about where are ideas about God come from and how they differ from the true God. 

What does the world think about God? What does the world not think about God? What do we as Christians think about God? What is the source of our ideas about God? How important is experience in forming our ideas about God?


It seems to me that many people draw a picture of God in their minds, which represents the kind of God they would like him to be. So people think of God in terms of things like love, forgiveness and acceptance. People often ask ‘how can a God of love allow suffering’ or ‘surely a God of love will allow me into Heaven’. The world’s thinking about God is largely determined by what we think he should be like. The world certainly does not like to see God as a God who will judge the world of its sin and as a God who being in very nature Holy, cannot allow impurity into Heaven. 


I often hear people say that God is not involved in His creation and that if there is a God He is detached from His creation. People seem to assume that God starts the ball rolling and then sits back and watches rather than being involved in people’s lives. People start with the assumption that what they can see is the way things are – if they cannot see God at work then they assume that that is because He is not at work. 


As Christians we can fall into the same trap as we allow things people say to dictate what we think about God. Many of our ideas come from the world around us or from other Christians. We too are guilty of making God to be the kind of God we would like Him to be, rather than the kind of God that actually He is. Our ideas of God are often more to do with what we consider to be important, than what God is actually like.

· Experience is a further influence on our thinking about God. For someone who goes through a hard time, perhaps losing loved ones, experiencing prolonged times of illness or losing their jobs etc, it would be very easy to build up a very negative view of God. It would be understandable for them to conclude that God does not love them or care for them. Yet once again our experiences do not reflect upon the very nature of God. God is who He is by very fact. We may not always understand why things happen, but God is still God and He is still good. Experience can also be a very positive thing in helping us to understand the God who made us. We, who are in relationship with Him, experience Him through our lives and as we get to know Him we understand more fully who He is. Daniel endured much in His lifetime and was greatly used by God. Yet a close reading of Daniel 9 shows that his prayer life was based not on himself but upon the character of God. The God whom he has experienced in his lifetime was the centre of the prayers that he made to that very God. A genuine knowledge of God would lead to a radical reformation of our prayer lives. Our prayer lives can often be ‘me’ centred but Daniel’s prayer was most certainly ‘God’ centred. 

How do these ideas differ from or agree with what the Bible says? How have people in the Bible developed their own ideas of God? What are the consequences of having a distorted view of God?


For the Jews of Isaiah’s day and the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, God had seemingly become someone whom they had to satisfy by keeping their petty rules in order that they would not break God’s law. God says in Isaiah 29:13 “these people come near me with their mouth and honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me”. God is not someone who we can satisfy, He is not some distant being who we have to keep happy by the things that we do. Much of the idolatry we see in the Old Testament surrounds the idea that people had to keep the gods happy. Many of the other religions around today also revolve around the things that we do, whether we have climbed far enough up the ladder for God to accept us. God says in Hosea “for I desire mercy not sacrifice and acknowledgement of God rather than burnt offerings” (6:6) and “they offer sacrifices given to me and they eat the meat, but with them I am not pleased” (8:13). The things that we do are important but they are a consequence of our relationship with God not the means of achieving that relationship. Our God is a God of relationship and we must never let our obedience to Him become a god in itself. There are many things in this world that we allow to become gods, things that take God’s rightful place in our lives. These are the things that we consider to be important, things like money, status or people, these are often the things that we worship.


It is often very easy for us to over emphasise the personal side of God’s character to such an extent that we begin to lose our reverence and awe of God. We can begin to treat Him like we would treat our mates! We do of course have a personal relationship with God but we must remember at the same time, that God is the creator and sustainer of the entire universe. Without the rightful sincere reverence and awe for our great and majestic God, we are guilty of reducing God to our own level and of having a small view of God. Motyer said “we must not trim God down to the poor limits of a God small enough to suit our emotions and nice enough to fit our logic” (The Message of Amos, pg. 97). We must remember that our relationship with God is not a horizontal relationship like the relationship we have with our peers. In our human weakness we are sometimes guilty of trying to exalt ourselves and make ourselves feel good by reducing God to our own level. The Israelites are a good example of this, while Moses went up the mountain to meet with God, the Israelites made a golden calf to represent God. They said “come let us make gods (or a god) who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him” (Exodus 32:1). They were trying to make God into something that they could see and touch, something on their own level, but God is not like that. God is not someone we can reduce to an image or object that we can see and touch, neither can we reduce Him to the level of a friend who carries out our every whim. 

· Yet it’s also possible in our rightful awe and reverence of God to forget that God desires a relationship with us. We can forget that the cross means that we can all come before Him at any time in any place, bringing before Him anything and everything.  God is not a distant God, indeed through the Holy Spirit we have the presence of Christ with us always. What we need is a balance between realising the implications of how great God is and at the same time His desire to be in relationship with us. The Bible displays this balance between God’s supremacy and His desire for personal relationship with us. In Genesis we see God’s personal qualities – personal within the trinity (let us…) and personal with mankind (walking in the garden, asking questions). We also see God as creator, bringing life to this world and to mankind, we see God flooding the earth and we see Him confusing their language and scattering the builders at Babel. God is called ‘God almighty’ and ‘God most high ruler of Heaven and earth’ (Genesis 14:19).

· We struggle to realise that God’s desire is to bring glory to Himself and to understand the implications this has for us in our daily lives. In John 11 when Jesus hears that Lazarus is sick, He could have healed Him straight away. Yet for the sake of bringing glory to His Father, He does nothing until after Lazarus is dead. Jesus, Mary and Martha all go through a hard time as their beloved brother and friend dies and is buried. However in the long run God was more glorified in raising Lazarus from the dead. If only we realised that God’s desire is to bring glory to Himself, we would realise the implications which this fact has for the way in which God works in our lives. So often we quite understandably ask ‘why has God allowed this?’ or ‘why didn’t God stop that?’ or even ‘does God really love me?’ Yet at the heart of these questions is our desire to have things easy and our failure to understand that God’s glorification often involves doing it the hard way.  Job received no answers for the things that he suffered, but he did learn to know and trust the God who was beyond His knowledge and understanding.

· It’s easy to question this idea that God sets out to bring glory to Himself. What we must remember that the glory God desires for Himself is deserved. Great is the Lord and most worthy of praise. Glory is due to God not because He is vain and wants us to adore Him like some fame crazed popstar, but because He is worthy of that glory and praise (Revelation 4:8-11).  This was an issue that greatly troubled C.S. Lewis before he became a Christian.  He refused to believe in a God so vain that He would insist uncompromisingly on His own glory.  In a book written after his conversion, Lewis describes the lesson which changed his way of thinking.  He learnt that praise is the consummation of joy.  Imagine that the team you support has just reached the Cup Final.  You are offered free tickets, on the condition that during the match you show no emotion and say nothing.  So you go to the game.  During the match you desperately have to stop yourself from cheering when your team score, from punching the air when they win the match, and so on.  Expressing your pleasure at your team’s triumph is part of the experience of watching them win.  Without it, things just aren’t the same.  Praise is the consummation of joy.  It perfects, or completes, joy.  So when God insists on our praising Him, it is because He wants our joy to be complete.  He knows that when we wholeheartedly praise Him, we are as satisfied as we can be.  So when God insists on our praising Him and glorifying Him, it is not the actions of a vain God.  Rather it is the actions of a God who wants His people to be as satisfied and as full of joy as they can be.  For when we praise God, our joy is complete.  John Piper said understanding this lesson changed his life.  ‘What does it mean to glorify God?’, asks Piper, ‘It means to be as satisfied in Him as we can be’.  Piper thus writes, “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in Him”.

How can we develop a right view of God’s greatness?  How can we make sure that our view of God is not a distorted view? What kind of view of God would we have if the only thing influencing our view of Him was the Bible? What ideas about God do we get from Psalm 139 and Isaiah 40? How different are those ideas from our own ideas and those of the world?

· It is important to remember that there is nothing that defines God, rather He defines everything else. In Exodus 3 Moses makes excuses to God because of His reluctance to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. Moses asks God what He should say if the Israelites ask what God’s name is, and God says “I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me’.” For God to be God, He must define both Himself and everything else. Thus scripture doesn’t just tell us that God is loving but that He is love – God in His very nature is the definition of love!
· Ultimately God reveals Himself through His word, through the Bible. If we want to have a right view of God that is where we should be going. There we see the wonderful facets of His character revealed to us. Our experiences of God may well be an important influence, but it should be reinforcing the true God we find revealed in scripture. A view of God is not right because we have experiences Him as such, but rather a view of God is right because He is revealed as such in scripture. God is God and He has ultimately revealed Himself through scripture. Our experiences of the true God should reinforce the God we find revealed on the pages of our Bibles. If they do not then we must question whether we are experiencing the true God!
· God is limitless - In Psalm 139 the Psalmist meditates on the unlimited nature of God’s presence, knowledge and power in relation to people. We are always in God’s presence, there is nowhere where we can flee from God to (5-7). We cannot hide from God’s gaze even in darkness (11). He knows everything about us, he knows when we sit and when we rise and before a single word is on our tongue he knows it completely (1-4). We cannot hide anything from God, he knows us better than we know ourselves. We spend every moment in the sight and company of an omniscient, omnipresent creator. He is God almighty who made the complexity of our own bodies, for we are fearfully and wonderfully made (13-16). There are no limits to the knowledge, power and presence of the LORD almighty. 
· God is incomparable – In Isaiah 40 God speaks to a despondent and despairing people for whom things have been going against them for a long time. The people of Israel faced the alarming threat of the surrounding nations. Yet they are reminded that in comparison to what God could do, these nations could do nothing against them (12). They may well tremble at these surrounding nations, but in reality they were nothing compared to their God (15-17). The Israelites may be insignificant in the world but its also true that the whole world is insignificant compared to God (22). These nations do not really determine the course of world history for they are all nothing compared to their creator (23). Furthermore even the vastness and greatness of the stars are nothing compared to the one who set them in place (26).

· These passages describe the true and living God, yet so often we display through our lives that we do not understand these things. We pretend that God cannot see us doing those things that we know we shouldn’t be doing. Furthermore can often be guilty of thinking that we are inherently good people, as if God didn’t know our every thought, word and action. We worship created things like money, fame and status rather than the God who created the heavens and the earth and before whom every knee will bow. We think that God cannot possibly do what is seemingly impossible, because we cannot explain it by science.  

How would your describe God’s character? How would you support these views from scripture? We all have convictions about the character of God but can we really give solid Biblical reasons why?

· How do you know that God is Holy? Why do you say that God is great? What makes you think that God is a God of love? How would you argue that God is a God of holiness and judgement? How does our experience support these things?

Concluding thoughts – Our freedom is compromised by having a distorted view of God. We are so easily taken captive by the world’s ideas about God and what we think God should be like. We need to come back to a Biblical view of the true God and serve Him alone, only then will we enjoy the true freedom of knowing the true and living God. 
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“God is most glorified by us when we are most satisfied in Him.” John Piper

Daniel 9:4-10, 15-19 “O Lord, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with all who love him and obey his commands, we have sinned and done wrong. We have been wicked and have rebelled; we have turned away from your commands and laws. We have not listened to your servants the prophets, who spoke in your name to our kings, our princes and our fathers, and to all the people of the land. ‘Lord, you are righteous, but this day we are covered with shame--the men of Judah and people of Jerusalem and all Israel, both near and far, in all the countries where you have scattered us because of our unfaithfulness to you. O LORD, we and our kings, our princes and our fathers are covered with shame because we have sinned against you. The Lord our God is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled against him; we have not obeyed the LORD our God or kept the laws he gave us through his servants the prophets … ‘Now, O Lord our God, who brought your people out of Egypt with a mighty hand and who made for yourself a name that endures to this day, we have sinned, we have done wrong. O Lord, in keeping with all your righteous acts, turn away your anger and your wrath from Jerusalem, your city, your holy hill. Our sins and the iniquities of our fathers have made Jerusalem and your people an object of scorn to all those around us. ‘Now, our God, hear the prayers and petitions of your servant. For your sake, O Lord, look with favour on your desolate sanctuary. Give ear, O God, and hear; open your eyes and see the desolation of the city that bears your Name. We do not make requests of you because we are righteous, but because of your great mercy. O Lord, listen! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, hear and act! For your sake, O my God, do not delay, because your city and your people bear your Name.”

Hosea 6:4-6 “What can I do with you, Ephraim? What can I do with you, Judah? Your love is like the morning mist, like the early dew that disappears. Therefore I cut you in pieces with my prophets, I killed you with the words of my mouth; my judgments flashed like lightning upon you. For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.”
Hosea 8:11-13 “Though Ephraim built many altars for sin offerings, these have become altars for sinning. I wrote for them the many things of my law, but they regarded them as something alien. They offer sacrifices given to me and they eat the meat, but the LORD is not pleased with them.”

Isaiah 29:13-16 “The Lord says: ‘These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men. Therefore once more I will astound these people with wonder upon wonder; the wisdom of the wise will perish, the intelligence of the intelligent will vanish.’ Woe to those who go to great depths to hide their plans from the LORD, who do their work in darkness and think, ‘Who sees us? Who will know?’ You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to be like the clay! Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, ‘He did not make me’? Can the pot say of the potter, ‘He knows nothing’?”
Exodus 32:1-8 “When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, ‘Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't know what has happened to him.’ Aaron answered them, ‘Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.’ So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’ When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, ‘Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD.’ So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt. They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, `These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”
Genesis 14:19 “Creator of heaven and earth. And blessed be God Most High, who delivered your enemies into your hand.”
John 11:1-6 “Now a man named Lazarus was sick. He was from Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. This Mary, whose brother Lazarus now lay sick, was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair. So the sisters sent word to Jesus, ‘Lord, the one you love is sick.’ When he heard this, Jesus said, ‘This sickness will not end in death. No, it is for God's glory so that God's Son may be glorified through it.’ Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days.”

Job 42:1-6 “I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted. You asked, ‘Who is this that obscures my counsel without knowledge?’ Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know. ‘You said, ‘Listen now, and I will speak; I will question you, and you shall answer me.’ My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.”

Revelation 4:8-11 “Day and night they never stop saying: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.’ Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever. They lay their crowns before the throne and say: ‘You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.”
Exodus 3:13-14 Moses said to God, ‘Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?’ God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you’.”

Psalm 139 “O LORD, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD. You hem me in--behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain.  

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. If I say, ‘Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me,’ even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you. 

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be. How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! Were I to count them, they would outnumber the grains of sand. When I awake, I am still with you. 

If only you would slay the wicked, O God! Away from me, you bloodthirsty men! They speak of you with evil intent; your adversaries misuse your name. Do I not hate those who hate you, O LORD, and abhor those who rise up against you? I have nothing but hatred for them; I count them my enemies. Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”

Isaiah 40:18-31 “To whom, then, will you compare God? What image will you compare him to? As for an idol, a craftsman casts it, and a goldsmith overlays it with gold and fashions silver chains for it. A man too poor to present such an offering selects wood that will not rot. He looks for a skilled craftsman to set up an idol that will not topple. 

Do you not know? Have you not heard? Has it not been told you from the beginning? Have you not understood since the earth was founded? He sits enthroned above the circle of the earth, and its people are like grasshoppers. He stretches out the heavens like a canopy, and spreads them out like a tent to live in. He brings princes to naught and reduces the rulers of this world to nothing. No sooner are they planted, no sooner are they sown, no sooner do they take root in the ground, than he blows on them and they wither, and a whirlwind sweeps them away like chaff. 

‘To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?’ says the Holy One. Lift your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who brings out the starry host one by one, and calls them each by name. Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing. Why do you say, O Jacob, and complain, O Israel, ‘My way is hidden from the LORD; my cause is disregarded by my God’? Do you not know? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak. Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; but those who hope in the LORD will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.”

Isaiah 44:6-7, 9-11, 15-17 “This is what the LORD says Israel's King and Redeemer, the LORD Almighty: I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God. Who then is like me? … All who make idols are nothing, and the things they treasure are worthless. Those who would speak up for them are blind; they are ignorant, to their own shame. Who shapes a god and casts an idol, which can profit him nothing? He and his kind will be put to shame; craftsmen are nothing but men. Let them all come together and take their stand; they will be brought down to terror and infamy … It is man's fuel for burning; some of it he takes and warms himself, he kindles a fire and bakes bread. But he also fashions a god and worships it; he makes an idol and bows down to it. Half of the wood he burns in the fire; over it he prepares his meal, he roasts his meat and eats his fill. He also warms himself and says, ‘Ah! I am warm; I see the fire’. From the rest he makes a god, his idol; he bows down to it and worships. He prays to it and says, ‘Save me; you are my god’.”

“The chief end of man is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.” Westminster Confession of Faith.

“The essence of idolatry is the entertainment of thoughts about God that are unworthy of Him.” … “I believe there is scarcely an error in doctrine or a failure in applying Christian ethics that cannot be traced finally to imperfect and ignoble thoughts about God.” A.W.Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy, 1976, pages 10,11
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