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God Is Always Bigger 
Than We Think
The fourth whole-Bible message we consider is this: 
“God is always bigger than we think.” You and I, 
human beings, build for ourselves pictures of what we 
think God is like. “God loves us.” “God is our guide.” 
“God is our protector against danger and harm.” “God 
rejoices in our righteousness and dislikes our evil.” 
“God prepares a future life for us that is good.” These 
are commonly held pictures of God. We build whole 
catalogs of them. We call those catalogs creeds, formal 
statements of what we believe about God.

Christian denominations around the world—Episco-
pal, Presbyterian, Methodist, and so on—are primarily 
defi ned by creeds, our declarations of what we believe 
about God. We Christians have spent endless days and 
years working out our statements, perfecting them as 
precisely as possible. Our creeds mean a lot to us; they 
give us defi nition and identity. They are important.

The only trouble is that, very shortly after we formulate 
and perfect them, they are out of date. God has moved 
forward, and our creeds haven’t. God turns out to be 
enormously more vast than we allow. God oversteps the 
boundaries of our theological formulations and shows 
up in places where we did not expect, doing things 
we never imagined. This is what Isaiah said when he 
spoke God’s word to Israel, “My thoughts are not your 
thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord. 
For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my 
ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than 
your thoughts” (Isa. 55:8–9). 

The Bible from start to fi nish makes this point. It tells 
the story of how God’s mind and heart repeatedly turn 
out to be more vast than God’s people thought. Our 
puny heads perceive a God we can understand, man-
age, and, sometimes, control. We become sure that we 
have God comprehended. God does not abide by our 
limits—ever! 

One of the great dangers in being faithful believers is that 
we too easily come to think that we own God, that there 
is nothing new for us to discern, that we know every-
thing already. It is, as we shall see, we faithful people who 
need to hear this word most. We believers, you and I, are 
more prone than anyone else to placing limits on God. 
This was true in the Bible, and it remains true today.

We will examine several instances. There are many 
more. The instances are very different from one another. 
The word God speaks in each situation is quite differ-
ent, but that word is founded in the Bible’s basic con-
tention: “God is always bigger than we think!”

Abraham and Sarah
God promised Abraham and Sarah they would become 
the parents of a great nation, as numerous as the stars 
in the sky or the grains of sand on the seashore (Gen. 
12:1–3). But all sorts of obstacles to this promise arose. 
First, there was a severe famine in their land; the entire 
family was in danger of dying of hunger (Gen. 12:10–
20). Abraham took the family to Egypt, which, because 
of the Nile’s faithful fl ooding, always had bread. 
When Abraham became involved in an unanticipated 
intrigue, he concocted a clever scheme to help God save 
the promise and to help himself save his own life. He 

Great Themes of the Bible
SESSION 4

If we view the Bible as one whole document, what is it saying? What are the big messages 
by which interior messages are to be interpreted? 



Copyright © 2007 www.TheThoughtfulChristian.com
Permission given to copy this page for use in class.Great Themes of the Bible, 4 2

wasn’t at all certain that God could handle the situa-
tion. Abraham’s scheme backfi red and nearly ruined 
everything. But God saved the situation and kept the 
promise safe.

For many years, Abraham and Sarah had no offspring. 
Year after year they besought the Lord, and year after 
year Sarah remained barren. Abraham, not confi dent 
that God could overcome the problem, devised his own 
plan. He had sexual relations with Sarah’s Egyptian 
slave girl, Hagar, who bore him a son, Ishmael. This 
caused rivalry and dissension within the family. It also 
placed on earth a future rival for Abraham’s descen-
dants, Israel. And it in no way solved Abraham and 
Sarah’s problem. Only when Sarah was an old woman 
and Abraham an old man did God open Sarah’s womb. 
She bore Isaac, the son of God’s promise. God was big-
ger than Abraham had thought. 

Slaves in Egypt
Israel was a slave people in Egypt, oppressed with hard 
labor (Exod. 1:8–14). They cried out, and the God of 
their ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, heard them 
(Exod. 2:23–24). God called an Israelite, Moses, to go 
before Pharaoh and bring them out of Egypt (Exod. 3:9–
10). But Moses had serious doubts. Who are you? What 
is your name? (Exod. 3:13). Why should my people and 
I believe you can do this? (Exod. 4:1). Even after God 
parted the Red Sea and Israel escaped into the Sinai Des-
ert, the people continued to doubt. They found no water, 
and they complained, “‘What shall we drink?’” (Exod. 
15:24). They found no bread, and they complained, “‘If 
only we had died . . . in . . . Egypt, when we sat by the 
fl eshpots and ate our fi ll of bread; for you have brought 
us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly 
with hunger’” (Exod. 16:3). The complaining, bickering, 
and doubting kept up through forty years in the desert, 
all the way to the promised land. 

The power of Pharaoh was enormous! Egypt was one 
of the great empires of ancient times. The uninviting 
character of the desert was enormous—its dryness, its 
lack of food, its dangerous creatures (Deut. 8:15). The 
opposition posed by kings through whose territories 
Israel had to pass was enormous! Repeated wars were 
necessary to continue the journey. And Israel’s own 
stubbornness was enormous! They were an untrusting, 
unwilling, unfaithful people (Exod. 32–34 provides the 
chief example). Who could believe that a God of the 
ancient ancestors, One whose name they did not even 
remember, a complete unknown, would possess the 
power to transcend these formidable obstacles? 

Israel discovered that God was bigger than they 
thought.

In the Promised Land
After Israel settled in the promised land, God raised up 
a great king, David, who led Israel toward becoming a 
strong nation. After David had won military victories 
over kings in the north and kings in the south, God 
made a covenant with him (2 Sam. 7). God designated 
David’s capital city, Jerusalem, as God’s dwelling place 
on earth. David’s son, Solomon, would build a mag-
nifi cent temple that would become God’s house. God 
promised David that he and his ancestors would rule in 
this city eternally, forever, that no other one would ever 
occupy the throne. And God also promised that Jerusa-
lem would be eternally secure against the ravages of for-
eign invaders, safe forever. No arrow would be shot in 
there, and no siege mound built up against the wall. In a 
world fraught with threat and danger, Jerusalem would 
remain God’s safe haven through all generations.

This covenant made with David became extremely 
signifi cant and popular! The residents of Jerusalem 
believed it wholeheartedly. They wrote it into their 
prayers and songs and liturgies: Psalms 46; 89:1–37; 
121; 122; 124; 125; and others. For four hundred years 
this covenant was the centerpiece of public theology. 
God was Israel’s God, God of their nation, God of their 
city, protector of their people. Nothing would change 
that because God had vowed it. 

Israel’s prophets, however, declared that God was the 
God of all creation, not just of Israel, that God acted in 
international events, not just national ones. How could 
Israel engage in gross injustice, the swindling of the poor 
by powerful merchants; how could the courts of law be 
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rife with bribes; how could the wealthy take no heed for 
poor brothers and sisters in their same towns; how could 
religion pay vast attention to burnt offerings and anoint-
ings and holy assemblies but not to justice and mercy? 
The God who had placed Israel in the promised land 
could just as well tear them out of it, they declared! The 
God of Israel could summon a foreign invader to punish 
this people! This was a repeated theme in Amos, Micah, 
Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. The God of Israel 
was not confi ned to religious practices and celebrations 
but declared, “Let justice roll down like waters, and righ-
teousness like an ever-fl owing stream” (Amos 5:24). The 
God of Israel was not limited to protecting Israel but 
commanded the armies of the nations (Isa. 5:26–30).

Israel was to discover that God was bigger than they 
thought!

In Exile
Babylon destroyed Jerusalem in 587 BCE. The Babylo-
nians looted and burned the temple of God and drove 
most of the population into exile in an encampment on 
the upper Euphrates River. Having believed profoundly 
for four hundred years that there was no way this could 
happen, Israel was shattered, their faith nearly in ruins. 
How could God allow it? they asked. Had God aban-
doned them? 

Israel began to have serious doubts about God, doubts 
expressed in what we now call laments:

How long, O Lord? Will you hide yourself forever? 
How long will your wrath burn like fi re? . . . Where is 
your steadfast love of old, which by your faithfulness 
you swore to David? (Ps. 89:46, 49) Why have you for-
gotten us completely? Why have you forsaken us these 
many days? . . . Restore us . . . unless you have utterly 
rejected us, and are angry with us beyond measure. 
(Lam. 5:20, 22) “My way is hidden from the Lord, and 
my right is disregarded by my God.” (Isa. 40:27) 

One of the most bitter and disillusioned utterances in 
the Bible, Psalm 137, was composed shortly into this 
exile experience. It expresses the despair of a people 
thoroughly let down and doubting.

Israel’s exile lasted forty-seven years, from 587 BCE to 540 
BCE. In this time, a good many Israelites simply gave up 
on God. Some set aside religious faith altogether. Others 
decided that since Babylon had defeated Israel, Marduk 
had prevailed over God, and they took up the Babylo-

nian religion. And some maintained their allegiance to 
God through this long period, but it was very diffi cult.

In 540 BCE, King Cyrus of Persia defeated Babylon. 
Cyrus told the Israelite exiles: “Go home! Reestablish 
your nation and your religion! Be my vassal and pay 
your tribute to me, but do it your own way!” For the 
ancient Near East, it was a highly enlightened foreign 
policy. Cyrus was hailed as a gift of God!

Two things happened. The prophet Second Isaiah (chap-
ters 40–66) spoke possibly the most glorious and thrill-
ing declaration of the power of God in all the Bible (Isa. 
40), declaring that the great God of creation was build-
ing a highway across the desert to take Israel back home! 
“Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain 
and hill be made low” (v. 4). “The Lord is the everlast-
ing God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does 
not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearch-
able. . . . Those who wait for the Lord shall renew their 
strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, 
they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not 
faint” (vv. 28–29, 31). Here was the strong, clear decla-
ration, in the face of Israel’s prolonged disillusionment, 
that God was bigger than everyone had thought!

But another thing also happened. Not only did faithful 
Israelite exiles declare their intention to return home, 
but a goodly number of the unfaithful did also. Some 
of those who had opportunistically worshiped Mar-
duk now wanted to reconvert and join the return. This 
caused great upset among the faithful. “What right do 
the traitors have? They will just pollute the land with 
unfaithfulness! Forbid them! Forbid them!”

But Isaiah, as faithful as any Israelite in exile, declared a 
different word to and concerning the reprobates: 

Seek the Lord while he may be found, call upon him 
while he is near; let the wicked forsake their way, and 
the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to the 
Lord, that he may have mercy on them, and to our 
God, for he will abundantly pardon. (Isa. 55:6–7) 

And Isaiah concluded with the ringing declaration that 
characterizes everything being said here, words spoken 
to the faithful: “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor 
are your ways my ways, says the Lord. For as the heav-
ens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher 
than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” 
(Isa. 55:8–9). God was bigger than Israel had imagined!
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In the New Testament
In the New Testament era, a different dynamic occurred. 
The people of Israel, held under control by the strong 
arm of the mighty Roman Empire, saw themselves as a 
morally and spiritually superior people—which many of 
them were! The Pharisees, but also other Jews, were what 
we might well call high-quality humans. They sought 
faithfully to live by commandments they believed had 
been given by God. They devoted each day to keeping 
the commandments. They prayed, observed the Sabbath 
rigorously, lived honestly and righteously, gave alms to 
the poor, and shunned association with unclean people, 
refusing to eat a meal with anyone outside the Jewish 
communion. They looked to punish and exclude repro-
bate Jews—this was the task of Saul of Tarsus before his 
Christian conversion. They understood God as desiring 
purity—purity of faith, of behavior, of ancestry—and 
they did all in their power to present a pure and unblem-
ished offering of themselves before the Lord. 

Especially the Gospel writer Luke interpreted the life of 
Jesus in a very different way. Luke’s genealogy of Jesus 
(3:23–38) stressed his relation with all humanity, tracing 
him to Adam and Eve, God’s fi rst creations. 

Luke had Jesus announce in his fi rst sermon (4:16–19) 
that, in him, God was blowing the ancient jubilee trumpet 
(see Lev. 25), announcing good news to the poor, release 
to the captives, recovery of sight for the blind, and free-
dom for the oppressed. But Luke went on to make clear 
that through Jesus God’s jubilee trumpet was sounding 
not just in Israel but in Sidon and Syria and elsewhere 
across the pagan world. Jesus was nearly stoned by his 
own countrymen for speaking this announcement.

Luke had Jesus tell the story (10:25–37) of a Samaritan—
a hated, despised, morally degraded Samaritan—who 
enacted the love of God to a beaten man lying along the 
roadside, when a priest and a Levite, both representa-
tives of Israelite religion, did not. 

Luke told of an occasion (Acts 10) when a messenger 
of God three times ordered the disciple Peter to eat 
unclean animals. Peter steadfastly refused. But then the 
same messenger ordered Peter to visit the family of a 

Roman military offi cer, Cornelius, to baptize the fam-
ily and take food with them. Peter this time complied, 
saying, “‘I truly understand [now] that God shows no 
partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and 
does what is right is acceptable to him’” (Acts 10:34). 

Luke tells not just the story of Jesus’ life (the book of 
Luke) but also the story of the propulsion of the gospel 
message and Spirit across the Mediterranean world to 
many a foreign land (the book of Acts). Some Christians 
contended that it was necessary to become a Jew (be 
circumcised) before one could become a Christian. But 
Luke exulted that God was expanding the boundary, 
no longer confi ned to Israel, calling Christian disciples 
from a variety of nations and peoples. God was bigger 
than the church had thought!

Repeatedly, the Bible makes this point: God is far bigger 
than our puny minds perceive! When we are nothing, 
discounted by the world, God can raise us up and make 
us strong and great. When we are on top, certain that 
God is blessing us with prosperity to reward our vir-
tue, presuming that God is ours, God can call in another 
nation to chastise us. When we have drawn a strict 
boundary around God’s people, being certain we know 
whom God will bless and whom not, God can overstep 
our boundary and create far greater love among the hea-
thens than among the righteous. God is always, repeat-
edly, in episode after episode, beginning to end, far 
bigger than you and I think. On that we can depend! 

About the Writer
James O. Chatham is pastor emeritus of Highland Presbyterian 
Church in Louisville, Kentucky, and a regular teacher in the Lou-
isville Presbyterian Seminary Lay Institute.
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