
The Way God Has Been Portrayed to Us, Part One 

 
In 2012 a painting by Edvard Munch called “The Scream” sold in a Sotheby’s auction for $119.9 

million. It set a record for the sale price of a single painting. And it is one of the best-known 

images in the world with its skull head trapped in a horrifying scream under a lurid sky at sunset  

It was painted in 1895 and is an iconic depiction of the anguish of modernity, of how bad life is, 

I will say, without God, when we are left only to our own resources and then find life imploding 

on us. I’m not sure what all Munch had in mind, but that’s what I see when I see “The Scream” – 

life without God.  

All this makes it more urgent that we encounter the presence of God, that we not just talk about 

God, but that we come to know God, that we realize that in God we live and move and have our 

being, that God is as close to us as the air we breathe. But why then do so few people try? Why 

do so few people try to encounter the presence of God?   

Why? Partly, I suppose, because the church far too often contents itself with knowing about God 

and says that’s all you need to do – you just need to know some right things about God; you 

don’t have to know God. But I believe that the big reason so few people try to encounter the 

presence of God is because of the way in which God has been portrayed to them. The way God 

has been pictured to them, they have no desire to encounter God.   

God is depicted as an angry, vengeful, capricious tyrant acting in ways good people train their 

children not to. God, we are told, is enraged by our sins, by our intrinsic badness, disgusted by 

our unworthiness. Our sins outrage God; they are a shameful offence against God’s perfect 

holiness. And now the honor, dignity and holiness of God must somehow be appeased. God’s 

rage must be assuaged. In medieval terms, we have offended our liege Lord, the Lord above all 

lords, and now his honor must be upheld. But we cannot do this. We are not good enough. We 

are vile and unworthy (many of our hymns still tell us this lest we forget). And so finally God 

must send his Son – his perfect Son – to die in our place. But in this way, violence is proclaimed 

at the very heart of God. And for centuries, specifically for the past thousand years, this is how 

God has been primarily portrayed. Now why would we, why would anyone, ever want to 

encounter such a God? Why would we dare? Wouldn’t it be better to just learn some things 

about this God – and then keep our distance?  

But what if this picture of God is wrong? I believe it is. Consider now a fantastic passage, 2 

Corinthians 5:16-6:2. Everything is fantastic in this text, every word, every concept, but 

especially verse 19. What might happen if people everywhere began to take seriously what Paul 

wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:19 – that God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, not 

counting people’s sins against them? What might happen if we took this notion – of God being in 

Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting people’s sins against them – and planted it 

firmly in our minds, memorized it, reflected on it, and began to see the world in this light?   

Then how would we see God? This God in Christ is open and caring, understanding and 

compassionate, to those whom he meets, and especially to those who are sinners and outcasts, to 

those who are weary and troubled in heart. This God is critical only of those who are judgmental 



and unloving. This God in life and in death offers himself to be ravaged by evil in its most 

horrific form, and in a way that makes sense best on the heart level turns evil back on itself. In so 

doing this God absorbs the anger of the world. This God demonstrates his own self-sacrificing 

love so that when we really see this and are finally touched by it, we will stop our own self-

centered ways. This God comes to us in his goodness and kindness, in his purity and 

vulnerability, and lets the men of power and violence kill him. And by accepting suffering from 

everyone, Jews and Romans alike, rather than inflicting suffering on anyone, Jesus illuminates 

the loving heart of God who wants finally forgiveness for everyone and not vengeance.   

There will be no more scapegoats, not in his kingdom. He himself will be the final “sacrifice for 

sin.” There will be no more scapegoats, no more sacrificial victims. None. Except for him. He 

shows us that finally God’s kingdom, God’s revolution, is about love, not violence. He takes 

suffering and transforms it into reconciliation, not retribution. And by his very death he reveals 

God’s ultimate rejection of our violence, the ways we so often insist on violence and fear to 

control and have our way with others.  

 

So, as Paul observed in 2 Corinthians 5:19, God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, 

not counting people’s sins against them. If mystery still remains, one thing that is clear from this 

text is who really needs to be reconciled to whom! Consider this closely. It is God who does the 

reconciling. It’s all God: “All this is from God” (verse 18). It is we who must be reconciled. I 

used to think that God was by his very nature angry, that he had a hair-trigger temper, and that 

somehow I must convince him to like me. I was raised to think this way. Now the really sad 

thing is I still sometimes think this way; the conditioning of the church of my childhood is that 

strong. And it leaves me weakened, disempowered, partially paralyzed, and sometimes a lot less 

happy than a child of God ought to be. 

Paul is saying, It was bad thinking anyway. Our problem, you see, is not an angry God who must 

somehow be convinced to like us. No, our problem is that we’re by nature angry people who 

must somehow be convinced to trust God. And with this corrective in place, we might just work 

up the courage, even the enthusiasm, to seek to encounter the presence of God. 

Part Two (of two) in the nest newsletter.  

– Dale Pauls 


