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Getting the Most Out of Distorted Images of God



What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us. For this reason the gravest question before the Church is always God himself, and the most portentous fact about any man is not what he at a given time may say or do, but what he in his deep heart conceives God to be like.

A. W. TOZER, The Knowledge of the Holy





Most of us developed our concepts and feelings about our heavenly Father from our earthly mothers and fathers, and these feelings become intertwined and confused. But the guilty and contradictory feelings are not the voice of God. They are often the continuing voice of Mother or Dad or Brother or Sister, or something internalized that puts pressure on us. Most of our basic patterns for relating come from the patterns of the relationships of our family.

David SEAMANDS, Healing for Damaged Emotions







According to A. W. Tozer, our images of God are critically important to our spiritual well-being. And, according to David Seamands, these images of God are formed to a large extent by experiences in our families.

None of us has lived in a perfect family. Many people have experienced parents or other family members as emotionally distant, unreliable, abusive, unrealistic in their expectations, inattentive and weak, or as ones who abandon or withhold. As a result, we may see the God of the Bible through distorted lenses—lenses that may interfere with our ability to talk honestly with God or to trust God. Even more, our distorted images of God may keep us from fully experiencing God’s unfailing love for us.

Often our images of God influence us more powerfully than do our ideas or formal convictions about God, because images are rooted in powerful emotional experiences. Our images of God affect both how we feel about God and how we live in relationship to God. If we privately imagine God to be impossible to please, for example, we may spend our days feverishly slaving for the very One who invites us to rest. If we privately imagine God to be abusive we may spend our life hiding from the One who desires to carry us like a lamb close to the Shepherd’s heart. If we imagine God to be emotionally distant we may live cut off emotionally from the God who promises us empathy, help and grace in our times of need.

Our images of God often lay buried deep within us. Because our distorted images often begin to form early in life, we may not even be aware of them. In The Knowledge of the Holy, Tozer explains the situation this way: “Our real idea of God may lie buried under the rubbish of conventional religious notions and may require an intelligent and vigorous search before it is finally unearthed and exposed for what it is. Only after an ordeal of painful self probing are we likely to discover what we actually believe about God.”

Healing from our distorted images of God requires that we do the “vigorous search” to “unearth and expose” them, as Tozer suggests. At the same time, we also need to begin to read and reflect on imagery from Scripture about God, in ways that allow the good news of God’s unfailing love for us to sink deep within our hearts and minds.

The following studies examine biblical texts that directly challenge common distorted images of God. Some of the questions will ask you to make observations about the text. Other questions will encourage you to interpret parts of the text, based on your observations, and to apply the truth of the passage to your life. And other questions will ask you to engage with the images of God that these Scriptures offer, either by putting yourself in the story as one of the characters or by reflecting on the text in a way that allows the imagery to speak to your mind, your heart and your life.

Because our distorted images of God are often rooted in painful emotional experiences, identifying them and pursuing healing can be an emotionally challenging experience. If you find this to be the case, we encourage you to seek out the support of a trusted friend, pastor, spiritual director or counselor. It is also important to remember that healing deeply from distorted images of God will likely mean healing slowly. None of us can change our distorted images of God simply by an act of our will, or by our own effort. What we can do is invite God to heal us and seek the support we need in the process. Our prayer is that these studies will be used by the Spirit to encourage you on your journey of identifying some of your distorted images of God and in gradually displacing these distortions with biblically accurate images of God.

May you experience God’s healing presence as you come to see God more clearly.


Suggestions for Individual Study

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.

3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.

4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.

Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.

5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.

6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.

7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.




Suggestions for Members of a Group Study

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.

7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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