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How do you talk 
about God?  Have 
you ever tried to 
imagine what God 
looks like? I’m sure 
you have because its 
part of being 
human.  Human 
beings long to know 
God, we long to understand God, and we long to name God.  
 
So, if you ever tried to imagine what God is like, what is the first picture or image 
that comes to mind?  I suspect many of us will think of God as a father, God as a 
King, God as a Shepherd, or maybe God as a Rock.  These are all wonderful 
pictures of God because each of them says something about God. 
 
If the first picture of God in your mind was of a rock, would you say that this is 
God?  Is God an actual rock?  When I say God is my rock, I don’t think for a 
moment that God is an inanimate object. No, not at all.  I believe God is dynamic 
and alive in the world. God is a rock—this is a metaphor.  Rock describes 
something profound about God.  It’s not a complete or perfect metaphor for God.  
It doesn’t fully tell me who God is or what God is like.  For one thing, a rock 
doesn’t help to explain the meaning of my relationship with God. 
 
As a said earlier, Sallie McFague, a professor at Vanderbilt University, wrote about 
metaphors for God in her book, Models of God.  In it she writes: (the use of 
metaphor) “is an attempt to say something about the unfamiliar in terms of the 
familiar, an attempt to speak about what we do not know in terms of what we do 
know.” 
 
When I lived in Asia, my family went to Tibet for a vacation.  Tibet is in the 
Himalayas, which is a mountain range containing many of earth’s highest peaks, 
including the highest, Mount Everest.  My family went to Mount Everest base 
camp on the Tibetan side.  Even though we were at 5500m/18,000ft at base 
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camp, Mount Everest still towered another 10K ft above us.  It was truly beautiful 
and awe-inspiring to see.   
 
As a result of that experience, I can better appreciate the biblical metaphor, God 
as Rock, because for me, the mountains carry with them a beauty, wisdom and 
steadfastness that is at the essence of God. When I stood at Mt Everest base 
camp and looked up at Mount Everest I was moved to quiet awe.  And so it is with 
God. 
 
God is a rock.  This is a metaphor.  When I say God is a rock, I’m not saying that 
God is actually a physical rock, because to do that would be idolatrous.  Why?  
Because, it would be my attempt to contain God, put God into one of my boxes.  
A rock or mountain isn’t God, but a rock or mountain can point beyond itself to 
something else—to the steadfastness and the feeling of awe we get whenever we 
are in the presence of God. 
 
When my children were young, I’d sometimes take them out into a rural area late 
in the evening, lie on the grass and look up into the night sky.  Seeing the canopy 
of stars and feeling the immense vastness of the universe stretching up and out 
above us, forever…my, those were awe-inspiring experiences! 
 
Long ago, after looking up into the night sky, the Psalmist: 

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 
   the moon and the stars that you have established;  
what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
   mortals that you care for them? (Psalm 8:3-4) 

 
Do you sense the feeling of awe in those words?  I do.   
 
The Bible teaches that God is greater than humans and far above what humans 
can imagine or think.  Karl Barth, a Swiss theologian, called God “the Wholly 
Other”.  God is beyond human experience and beyond human language.  God is 
greater than any manifestation of life on earth.  God is greater than either 
maleness or femaleness. 
 
Throughout the Bible people of faith speak and write about God’s majesty, might, 
power, and love through many rich metaphors.  The Bible writes about God using 
familiar metaphors like God as a shepherd, God as a king, or God as a Father.  The 
Bible also describes God in more graphic, dare I say, disturbing metaphors, like 
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God as a warrior or like a wild dog who brings down Israel’s enemies.  The Bible 
also describes God in less familiar metaphors such as God as an eagle who carries 
God’s people on her wings, a hen who gathers her chicks under her wings, a 
woman who searches for a lost coin, just to name a few.   
 
Over the next number of weeks, I want to explore some of these metaphors in my 
sermons.  Today, however, I’m introducing the theme of the biblical use of 
metaphors to say something profound about God. 
One of the challenges people of faith have faced throughout history has been to 
try to capture the essence of God in language and ideas that are too small or to 
reduce God, tame and domesticate God.  This was certainly the case for Israel in 
today’s reading from Isaiah. 
 
It’s important to remember that these verses in Isaiah were directed to Israel 
during the Babylonian exile in the 6th century BCE.  We know from historical 
records that the city of Jerusalem and the temple had been burnt and razed to 
the ground by the Babylonian army.  Many people were killed, but those who 
survived were exiled to Babylon.  The prophet was in exile with others, but looked 
forward to the day when God would deliver them from bondage and return them 
to their homeland. 
 
Isaiah, however, had a huge problem on his hands, because he had to first 
convince a broken and despairing people that the God who long ago was revealed 
to Abraham and Sarah through three promises, the God who delivered them from 
bondage in Egypt and led them to the Promised Land was strong enough, 
powerful enough to deliver them once again from Babylonian captivity. 
   
Please remember that the Jewish people came to associate God with the temple 
in Jerusalem.  People thought God’s presence was in the temple.  Going to the 
temple to bring an offering became the most important part of Jewish worship. 
The prophets, however, reminded people again and again, that God wasn’t 
interested in burnt offerings but was most interested in having the people do 
justice, love kindness, and to walk humbly with their God (Micah 6:8).  
 
They didn’t listen.  Then in 586 BCE, when the Babylonians burnt and raised 
Jerusalem and the Temple to the ground, Israel was completely and utterly 
crushed.  All hope was lost.  You see, in the logic of the ancient world, the 
destruction of Jerusalem, and of the temple, meant that the God of Israel had 
been defeated by the Babylonian god, Marduk. The God of Israel had not only 



4 
 

been defeated in Israel’s eyes, but God had abandoned them, too.  Many 
passages of scripture speak to this defeat and abandonment, but one passage in 
the Psalms is particularly striking.   

“By the rivers of Babylon— 
   there we sat down and there we wept 
   when we remembered Zion.  
On the willows there 
   we hung up our harps.  
For there our captors 
   asked us for songs, 
and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
   ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’  
 
How could we sing the Lord’s song 
   in a foreign land?” (Psalm 137:1-4) 

 
The people of Israel could not sing the Lord’s song because ultimately, God was 
powerless and unfaithful, and had left and forsaken them. 
 
So, yes, Isaiah had a problem.  How did Isaiah convince his despairing and 
dispirited people that God was strong enough to counter Babylonian claims and 
able enough to deliver and return God’s people back to the Promised Land? 
 
Isaiah proceeds to paint an incredible metaphoric picture of God.  In verses 12-14, 
Isaiah writes a series of rhetorical questions designed to enhance God in the eyes 
of Israel.  I’ll only quote vs 12:  

Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his hand 
   and marked off the heavens with a span, 
enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure, 
   and weighed the mountains in scales 
   and the hills in a balance? 

 
Isaiah paints a picture of God, who is so big as to hold the oceans of the earth in 
the palm of a hand and to measure the heavens as a seamstress might measure 
cloth from nose to outstretched hand.  Isaiah also paints a picture of God who is 
so sovereign as to weigh the mountains and hills in a scale as a pharmacist weighs 
herbs (v. 12).  
 
Then in vs 18, Isaiah invites nominations for comparable gods: 
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To whom then will you liken God, or what likeness compare with him (Isaiah  
40:18)?   

 
Isaiah’s listeners may have nominated the Babylonian god, Marduk or one of the 
other formidable gods, but Isaiah dismisses all of them saying: An idol?—a 
workman casts it, and a goldsmith overlays it with gold, and casts for it silver 
chains.  Isaiah here is trying to ridicule and have a good laugh at the gods of the 
Babylonians. 
And then Isaiah chastises Israel for not recognizing who God is: 

Have you not known? Have you not heard? 
   Has it not been told you from the beginning? 
   Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth? 

 
Isaiah is using the metaphor of Creator to point Israel to God.  For Isaiah, God is 
the ground of the beginning, the foundation.  God is the source of all that is in the 
world.  God is the subject of the great verbs of creation as one “who sits, who 
stretches, who spreads, who brings, who makes.”  Everything else, including the 
princes, rulers and gods of Babylon are the object, and are nothing in comparison.   
 
Israel had reduced and domesticate God to a local deity residing in the Temple, 
sought to capture the essence of God in language and ideas that were much too 
small.  Isaiah, in turn, provided Israel with a new and expansive metaphor for 
God.  Isaiah appealed to the largeness and wonder of creation—and then said, it’s 
small insignificant when seen in relation to God. 
 
In our Colossians passage, the apostle Paul also uses metaphor to talk about 
Jesus.  This passage that Shirley read for us is often called by students of the Bible 
as “the great Christology.”  The word Christology means “the word about Christ.”  
This tells us that this passage sets forth a doctrine about Christ. 
 
In Colossians 1:15-23, Paul doesn’t just use the words Jesus or Christ to teach the 
Christians at Colossae about the faith, but piles on all sorts of important 
metaphors and claims about Christ.  In fact, one commentator I read noted there 
were 15 metaphors and important claims about Christ in these verses.  It may be 
confusing to try and count them all since something of the original sentence 
structure is lost in the translation from Greek to modern English. 
 
Some of the metaphors of Christ include firstborn of the dead, before all things, in 
him hold together, head of the church, and so on.  Preachers like myself could 
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probably spend a lot of time digging into these metaphors, but my reason for 
highlighting this passage is to show how many metaphors are used to describe 
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  It’s quite astounding, actually. 
 
The metaphors used in Isaiah and Colossians highlight the importance of 
metaphors about God.  Metaphors matter.  Metaphors shape how we think 
about God and how we respond to God. 
 
When I was a child, one of the most dominant images of God in my mind was of 
an all-powerful, all knowing king, sitting up in heaven on a throne wearing a big 
golden crown.  This king was also a judge—and judges were always stern and 
serious, and angry.  As a result of this dominant image of God, I lived in fear: fear 
that God was forever looking down from his heavenly throne at me, fear that God 
was always watching to see if I screwed up, and keeping track of the times I did, 
fear of never being good enough.  No grace but always the threat of judgement. 
 
I share this with you as a reminder that the metaphors we use for God matter.  
They matter a lot.  The ways we speak about God influences our images of God, 
impact our theology, influence how we pray, and have power over the way we 
treat ourselves and others. 
 
Thankfully, an angry judgmental King is no longer my metaphor for God; I’ve 
replaced it with many others, including God the rock and God the artist. God has 
created this priceless piece of art, called the universe, filling it with this tiny blue 
planet in a small solar system in one of the spirals of our Milky Way, in the midst 
of billions of other galaxies.  And this brilliant piece of artwork includes a canopy 
of stars that we can enjoy every cloudless night. 
 
Ponder and reflect on the metaphors you use for God.  The Bible has a rich range 
of metaphors, similes, and adjectives which it uses to point to God.  Although 
metaphors can expand our understanding of God, they can also limit our 
understanding of God—especially if we forget they are metaphors!  No single 
metaphor can capture the entirety of who God is and what God is like.  As Carolyn 
Bohler, pastor and author of several children’s books once wrote: “Monotheism is 
a belief in one God, not a belief in one metaphor”.    
 
Be open to the rich and myriad ways the Bible talks about God.  Allow these 
diverse and rich metaphors for God lead you to discover new facets of your 
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relationship with God. May they help you to envision what is and what could be.  
Thanks be to God!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


