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Primary Sources (Listed in order of extent of contribution):

· The Holy Bible (quotes from King James Version)
Introduction

The Bible uses many metaphors for our relationship to God.  One of the most common is child:parent.  God is referred to a Father; we are Children of God.  Another is vassal:Lord.  God is referred to as Lord and we owe him allegiance.  But several other metaphors are used: God as our champion (also the literal meaning of savior), God as a hen gathering us under his wing, God as a shepherd caring for us as sheep.  

Our premise is that so many are used because each fails to fully model the rich relationship but that each teaches us distinct aspects.  Today we will explore a number of the metaphors used in various parts of the Bible. 
What can we learn from these metaphors?  Can they help us understand the nature of God and especially how he relates to us and how we can and should relate to Him?

Can you think of other metaphors?

Child:Parent

This is probably the most commonly acknowledged metaphor, yet is not used in the Bible as much as we might think.  It is also probably the one which most of us identify with the most.  We all have or had parents.  Most of us loved and were loved by our parents.  The warmth of this relationship is one most of us crave and imagining God in this role to us yields strong positive images of love, protection, and nurturing.  Yet the metaphor is not developed in the Bible as extensively as we might think.
Isa 9:6 For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace [note that this use refers to Christ not God the Father].
Yet most of the references to Father as referring to God are in the New Testament and most refer to the Father as Christ’s father rather than ours, using phrases such as “my Father”.  Other simply use “Father” as a title rather than a metaphor, yet the choice of this as the title borrows from the metaphor.

Matt 5:16 Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good

works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.

Matt 5:44 But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you,

do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully

use you, and persecute you; 5:45 That ye may be the children of your

Father which is in heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise on the evil

and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust.

…

7:9 Or what man is there of you, whom if his son ask bread, will he

give him a stone?  7:10 Or if he ask a fish, will he give him a

serpent?  7:11 If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts

unto your children, how much more shall your Father which is in heaven

give good things to them that ask him?  7:12 Therefore all things

whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them:

for this is the law and the prophets.

Luke 11:11 If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will he

give him a stone? or if he ask a fish, will he for a fish give him a

serpent?  11:12 Or if he shall ask an egg, will he offer him a

scorpion?  11:13 If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts

unto your children: how much more shall your heavenly Father give the

Holy Spirit to them that ask him? 
The metaphor “children of God” is used only in the New Testament.

John 11:51 And this spake he not of himself: but being high priest that

year, he prophesied that Jesus should die for that nation; 11:52 And

not for that nation only, but that also he should gather together in

one the children of God that were scattered abroad.

Rom 8:16 The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are

the children of God: 8:17 And if children, then heirs; heirs of God,

and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we

may be also glorified together.

Gal 3:26 For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.
Chick:Hen

This is closely related to the Child:Parent metaphor, but emphasizes the protection aspect..
Luke 12:32 Fear not, little flock; for it is your Father's good pleasure to

give you the kingdom.

Matt 23:37 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not!  (also Luke 13:34) 

Ps 57:1 Be merciful unto me, O God, be merciful unto me: for my soul trusteth in thee: yea, in the shadow of thy wings will I make my refuge, until these calamities be overpast.

91:4 He shall cover thee with his feathers, and under his wings shalt thou trust: his truth shall be thy shield and buckler.
Sheep:Shepherd

This is also somewhat similar to the child:parent or chick:hen metapors and again emphasizes the protective aspect more than any other.  This is actually the most frequent metaphor in the Old Testament.

Ps 23:1 The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.

23:2 He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.

Ps 80:1 Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, thou that leadest Joseph like a flock; thou that dwellest between the cherubims, shine forth. 

Isa 40:11 He shall feed his flock like a shepherd: he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those that are with young.

Jer 31:10 Hear the word of the LORD, O ye nations, and declare it in the isles afar off, and say, He that scattered Israel will gather him, and keep him, as a shepherd doth his flock.

After many other references to the leaders of Israel as bad shepherds, not caring for their flocks:

Ez 34:7 Therefore, ye shepherds, hear the word of the LORD; 34:8 As I live, saith the Lord GOD, surely because my flock became a prey, and my flock became meat to every beast of the field, because there was no shepherd, neither did my shepherds search for my flock, but the shepherds fed themselves, and fed not my flock; 34:9 therefore, O ye shepherds, hear the word of the LORD; 34:10 Thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, I am against the shepherds; and I will require my flock at their hand, and cause them to cease from feeding the flock; neither shall the shepherds feed themselves any more; for I will deliver my flock from their mouth, that they may not be meat for them.

34:11 For thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, I, even I, will both search my sheep, and seek them out.

34:12 As a shepherd seeketh out his flock in the day that he is among his sheep that are scattered; so will I seek out my sheep, and will deliver them out of all places where they have been scattered in the cloudy and dark day.

34:13 And I will bring them out from the people, and gather them from the countries, and will bring them to their own land, and feed them upon the mountains of Israel by the rivers, and in all the inhabited places of the country.

34:14 I will feed them in a good pasture, and upon the high mountains of Israel shall their fold be: there shall they lie in a good fold, and in a fat pasture shall they feed upon the mountains of Israel.

34:15 I will feed my flock, and I will cause them to lie down, saith the Lord GOD.

34:16 I will seek that which was lost, and bring again that which was driven away, and will bind up that which was broken, and will strengthen that which was sick: but I will destroy the fat and the strong; I will feed them with judgment.

34:17 And as for you, O my flock, thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, I judge between cattle and cattle, between the rams and the he goats.

34:18 Seemeth it a small thing unto you to have eaten up the good pasture, but ye must tread down with your feet the residue of your pastures? and to have drunk of the deep waters, but ye must foul the residue with your feet?  34:19 And as for my flock, they eat that which ye have trodden with your feet; and they drink that which ye have fouled with your feet.

Amos 3:12 Thus saith the LORD; As the shepherd taketh out of the mouth of the lion two legs, or a piece of an ear; so shall the children of Israel be taken out that dwell in Samaria in the corner of a bed, and in Damascus in a couch. [Actually although this refers to God as a shepherd, the role is more like the Champion].

It also appears in the New Testament , although all but one refer to Christ rather than the God the Father.

Matt 25:32 And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: 25:33 And he shall set the sheep on his right hand, but the goats on the left.

John 10:11 I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep.

10:12 But he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd, whose own the sheep are not, seeth the wolf coming, and leaveth the sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf catcheth them, and scattereth the sheep.

10:13 The hireling fleeth, because he is an hireling, and careth not for the sheep.

10:14 I am the good shepherd, and know my sheep, and am known of mine.

10:15 As the Father knoweth me, even so know I the Father: and I lay down my life for the sheep.

10:16 And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd.

Heb 13:20 Now the God of peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant,

1 Peter 5:4 And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away.

Vassal:Lord

This metaphor is also widely used in the Bible by the common use of the title Lord when referring to Jehovah in the Old Testament, but also used to refer to Christ in the New Testament and sometimes ambiguously in our prayers.  But the metaphor is far less recognized or developed and rarely if ever referred to explicitly.  It is not clear which aspects of the vassal relationship are intended.  

Lord (Merriam Webster): 1 : one having power and authority over others: a : a ruler by hereditary right or preeminence to whom service and obedience are due b : one of whom a fee or estate is held in feudal tenure.

Vassal (Merrium Webster): 1 : a person under the protection of a feudal lord to whom he has vowed homage and fealty : a feudal tenant
The reason for choosing the term Lord is never expressed, but I believe that the Bible writers were using the metaphor to refer explicitly to the feudal relationship.  The subtleties of this are easily lost by modern Christians since feudalism is so far removed from our modern society (at least in the democratic world), but to readers in the time of King James or even King Solomon, the subtleties would be immediately obvious.  They lived in a feudal world.  Each knew his or her position in the feudal hierarchy precisely and knew what would happen to him or her if they deviated from the behavior demanded by that position.  Perhaps this is why it is so little discussed by the writers.  Referring to Jehovah as Lord, explicitly acknowledged their relationship and the behaviors expected, such as, unquestioning obedience, homage, and fealty and yet, also expectation of protection.  Under the feudal system, a lord had near total power over a vassal.  At the lower levels, most vassals were tenants of their lord (only lords owned land)  Compare:

Gen 12:7 And the LORD appeared unto Abram, and said, Unto thy seed will I give this land: and there builded he an altar unto the LORD, who appeared unto him.

As a tenant on the lord’s land, the vassal owed his lord a specified amount of the crop he grew (often the majority) (cf. tithe).  
Society was basically feudal in nature (with some variation in detail) from the beginnings of recorded history to the founding of the United States and the French Revolution.  The feudal system was a multi-level hierarchy but at each level below the king every individual was a vassal of a higher lord and owed that lord fealty.  A lord could require a vassal to contribute to his army for purposes of offence or defense.  The requirement might be a specified number of days, or to midlevel vassals, the requirement to supply a number of their (sub-)vassals.  

But ultimately, a vassal owed his very life to his lord, and a lord could take that life for any reason without question at any time.

A vassal was required to stand before his lord and swear fealty.  He accepted the relationship, promising obedience but also Lord accepted responsibility for the vassal.  Cf, the Covenant between God and Israel.

This sort of unquestioned obedience, homage, and owing of very life to Jehovah, is implicit in the Bible, especially the Old Testament.  We see it in God’s demands for sacrifice, his command to Abram to sacrifice his son, death and punishments to Israel when it disobeyed a command, even when they did not understand the reason for the command.
A feudal God is not one that a modern Christian finds easy to accept, but for most of history, such a relationship to God would seem completely natural.
Oppressed:Champion (or Redeemer)
Legends of champions that rescue the oppressed or endangered were common to ancient literature and so use of this metaphor was natural to Bible readers throughout most of history.  The use of the terms savior and messiah.

In ancient literature the term champion was closer to rescuer or substitute than winner. Goliath was champion, not because he was the best but because he fought as a substitute for the entire army; they agreed that success or defeat would be decided by his success or defeat.

Champion (Merriam-Webster) 3 : one that does battle for another's rights or honor

1 Kings 17:4 And there went out a champion out of the camp of the Philistines, named Goliath, of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span…

17:51... And when the Philistines saw their champion was dead, they fled.

Ex 6:6 Wherefore say unto the children of Israel, I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will rid you out of their bondage, and I will redeem you with a stretched out arm, and with great judgments: 6:7 And I will take you to me for a people, and I will be to you a God: and ye shall know that I am the LORD your God, which bringeth you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians.

This concept of champion  is very close to the Biblical concept of redeem. While it was possible to redeem own’s own possessions, it was common that a redeemer or champion would redeem it for another by paying a ransom.
Lev 25:24 And in all the land of your possession ye shall grant a redemption for the land.

25:25 If thy brother be waxen poor, and hath sold away some of his possession, and if any of his kin come to redeem it, then shall he redeem that which his brother sold.

25:26 And if the man have none to redeem it, and himself be able to redeem it; 25:27 Then let him count the years of the sale thereof, and restore the overplus unto the man to whom he sold it; that he may return unto his possession.

…

25:47 And if a sojourner or stranger wax rich by thee, and thy brother that dwelleth by him wax poor, and sell himself unto the stranger or sojourner by thee, or to the stock of the stranger's family: 25:48 After that he is sold he may be redeemed again; one of his brethren may redeem him: 25:49 Either his uncle, or his uncle's son, may redeem him, or any that is nigh of kin unto him of his family may redeem him; or if he be able, he may redeem himself.

Deut 7:8 But because the LORD loved you, and because he would keep the oath which he had sworn unto your fathers, hath the LORD brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you out of the house of bondmen, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. (see repeat in 13:5 and near repeat in 15:15)
Compare Ruth 4:3 where Boaz become’s a redeemer for Elimelech's (Naomi’s dead husband) land.

Ruth 4:3 And he said unto the kinsman, Naomi, that is come again out of the country of Moab, selleth a parcel of land, which was our brother Elimelech's: 4:4 And I thought to advertise thee, saying, Buy it before the inhabitants, and before the elders of my people. If thou wilt redeem it, redeem it: but if thou wilt not redeem it, then tell me, that I may know: for there is none to redeem it beside thee; and I am after thee. And he said, I will redeem it.

The use of the metaphor of redeemer for Christ’s role in our salvation was informed in the Hebrew mind by the memory (reinforced by the annual festivals) of God’s redeeming Israel from Egypt and the regular practice of kin redeeming land and enslaved lives in their society.
Additional Metaphors

During the discussion when it was presented, the following additional metaphors were mentioned:

1. God as Eagle lifting us up on his wings

2. Additional mother metaphor referring to suckling at God’s breast.

3. branch:vine

4. accused:judge

5. wheat, tares:field owner
