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Invited Season One – Transcript for Film 1: God’s love as revealed through 
the Old Testament 

 

Rev. Dr Anthony Milner is Parish Priest at St Theresa of Lisieux and St George, and former 
theology tutor at the Venerable English College Rome, Fr Tony guides us through some of 
the Old Testament as he explores God’s eternal love for us.  

 

Welcome. I should start by introducing myself, I’m Fr Tony I’m currently a parish priest in 
Southwick and West Blatchington on the south coast. I spent quite a lot of my time 
teaching, especially scripture, mainly at seminaries but in other places as well. I’ve been 
asked to explore a little more deeply, what it means to say God loves us; especially what it 
means to say God loves us in terms of how God is portrayed in the Old Testament.  

Now we know the New Testament, we hear about how, Jesus is the revelation of God's love 
for each and every one of us, and the cross is that ultimate sign of love. But in the Old 
Testament too, we hear about God's love for us - for instance, when Moses is up the 
mountain, God chooses to reveal himself to Moses and he describes himself.  

God describes himself, in this story in these terms “the Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and 
gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast 
love for the thousandth generation” 

I come on to that word, that phrase actually here, which is only one word in Hebrew 
‘steadfast love’ in a minute. The word love is a many faceted word, as we know, we're a bit 
impoverished in English that we have only the one word, although we have other words I 
suppose, like affection or faithfulness, or something like that which can connect with the 
idea of love. In the Hebrew Bible - the Old Testament is written in Hebrew or mostly, there 
are bits that are in Greek and Aramaic. In Hebrew the word for love, ahab, is not seen in this 
passage, it means love as affection, and it describes for instance the love of Isaac for 
Rebecca. It can even describe the love of something, for some particular thing, it's an 
attraction as it were. It's usually just used in terms of human love for each other, especially 
human love in the way we perhaps understand it in the ordinary sense of attraction 
affection etc, but occasionally it's also used of God.  
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A much more common term of God, which we've seen twice in this passage which they've 
translated here in the New Revised Standard Version of steadfast love is the word hesed. 
That is a much more common word than ahab as describing God's love, indeed it's a more 
common word in general. It can describe also human love, and we'll explore what precisely 
that means in a minute. Three quarters of the time it's used, it's used of God, and that's 
three quarters of about 250 times so quite a lot.  

The word hesed is translated here as loving kindness. I’m not sure that entirely gets to the 
basis of it. It's not love as affection, it's love as relationship and action. So, one who acts 
with hesed towards another, acts with their best interests, they're good in mind. And 
sometimes we just keep it described in a relational sense, so in the story of the taking of 
Jericho, Rahab who has shown what she calls hesed, steadfast love, to the spies who came 
in to inspect Jericho, asked for them to return that hesed, that faithful love, by making sure 
that when they do take Jericho, that she and her family are looked after, are spared. And 
indeed, that does happen. So, it's that sense of acting towards the good of others. 

So, when God acts with hesed towards his people, he always acts for their benefit. And it's 
always in terms of his relationship with his people as well. He acts with hesed, yet wants 
them to act with that, in a sense, towards him although we don't benefit God in any way, 
but to be faithful to him. And that's why, in in the relationship between God and human 
beings, it described as human beings act with obedience or simply not turning away from 
him one way or the other, and all the way through the scriptures really, the Old Testament, 
God is described as having this relationship of loving kindness towards his people. And 
that's him constantly being faithful to his promises, and that's another way in which hesed 
is sometimes translated, faithfulness. And we can see that in human terms as well that, in 
fact what matters in love is commitment, is faithfulness. And God always shows that 
faithfulness to his people. 

So that is in a sense, the heart of that story. The story of the Old Testament is God showing 
his care and loving - initially creating - his people, creating human beings, and calling his 
people to him. It's also of course the story of human beings turning away from God, and 
that takes me to another aspect.  

When people say of the Old Testament, ‘listen isn't God not just a God of love, but the God 
of wrath and anger and punishment and all those sorts of things?’.  Certainly, those things 
and those ideas are present in the Old Testament, but let's explore that a little more deeply.  

The passage I just read goes on to say that God forgives iniquity, and transgression, and sin, 
by no means clearing the guilty but visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children, 
and the childrens’ children to the third and fourth generation. That does strike us as almost 
contradictory to what we said before. But how do we understand the God of faithfulness 
and love alongside the God of wrath and punishment that we see? 

We have to carefully understand the way in which these are being presented, and the 
understanding of people at the time who wrote these things down. They describe God's 
love in parental terms quite often, there's a beautiful passage in Hosea where God talks 
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about when Israel was a child I loved him, a beautiful image of God's love for his people, yet 
also talks about God's anger when the child goes astray. And almost it sounds like God is 
wrestling with himself in that quite well-known passage. Of course, God doesn't wrestle 
with himself really, these are images we find in the scriptures of God - we have to always 
not simply take one, but hold them all side by side.  

But what do we do? How do we square this love of God, with this anger of God? Well again, 
thinking about the relationship between a father and a child a mother and a child; the 
mother or the father loves the child. If the child does wrong the parent is angry with the 
child, indeed anger and love aren't opposites, often anger is a consequence of love. Anger is 
recognising that something is wrong and not desiring it to be that way and desiring to do 
something about it.  

Now in human terms anger can turn into bitterness and hatred, but we also have the idea 
of righteous anger. God's anger with his people, as described here, has got to be seen in 
those terms. When a child does wrong it can be fearful of its parents because it knows it's 
done wrong and expects some sort of chastisement. Now these days we don't approve of 
physical chastisement of course, but that idea is incredibly recent really, if you go back a 
few decades people would assume the right thing to do with a naughty child is to spank it 
or something like that. And again, we have to read the scriptures not as absolute 
descriptions of God, but as people's understanding - especially the Old Testament which 
the Church tells us is not the full story as it were. We have to take these images side by side, 
not simply one by one as in that sense.  

The parent’s attitude to the naughty child, the parent’s love towards the naughty child 
hasn't changed, but the child's relationship with a parent has, until the child says sorry, and 
the parent hugs them and says you're forgiven. So, it's the child that puts themselves 
‘outside’, if you like, outside of the love of the parents.  

We go to the New Testament, the story of the prodigal son, the son goes away from the 
father and suffers because of it. The father doesn't chase after the son, but when the son 
comes back, he is received back in. We can some see the wrath and anger of God in those 
terms, not that God chooses to do nasty things to those that turn against God, but rather 
that when we turn away from God, we move outside of that loving kindness that hesed of 
God and we end up on our own as it were. God does chase after us in various ways, after all 
he sent his own son do that, but he doesn't chase after us in the sense of forcing us back 
again, it's when we turn again and respond to the loving kindness of God that we find 
ourselves back within the ambit of that love. 

So those stories and those places in the Old Testament, where God is shown as being 
vengeful, is not so much about God's emotions changing, after that God doesn't change in 
that sense, it's about human beings moving in and out of that relationship. Turning their 
back on it, discovering that doesn't work, and then turning back, or (most often) turning 
back eventually. Which takes us to another important concept in this whole story of the 
relationship between God and his people and another important word, covenant.  
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We've used the word covenant in various ways in our own society, so we have to 
understand what the Old Testament means by a covenant. Originally a covenant was a was 
a political concept, it was where an empire kept control, if you like, of its various vassal 
states, the ones that were under the empire. It was a usually - or was meant to be - a 
mutually beneficial relationship, the nation that was subject to the Empire would pledge 
allegiance to that empire and also pay tribute to it, and in return they would receive 
protection from the Empire against the other empires in the area  - and there were several 
other empires around; there were the Egyptians the Babylonians the Assyrians, the Hittites 
and all sorts of other people. It was sensible to be on the good side of at least of one of 
them, you'd make an agreement, and there'd be stipulations about what you would do and 
also stipulations about what would happen if you didn’t live by that that covenant.  

So, that idea of a relationship between an emperor and the nation under that emperor is 
one that is used as an image of the relationship between God and the people of Israel. And 
again, it fits the idea of obligations of a nation to an emperor and vice versa, the other 
important aspect of it, is it was exclusive. You couldn't have a covenant with more than one 
nation or go behind the back of a nation, as Israel did on several occasions  (if you read 
through stories in the Old Testament, especially if you read between the lines a bit because 
that's not the primary interest of the stories, they had a tendency to turn to be a bit fickle 
when it came to that sort of thing). When we talk about a covenant with God then, they're 
also a bit fickle about that as well, because they go after other Gods, or even without going 
after other Gods, place their trust in the power of other empires rather than God, to help 
them against other nations, cities, states and kings - that sort of thing. And God says 
frequently, particularly in books like Jeremiah and Isaiah, but others as well, that they're 
making a mistake by placing their trust in these things, and it's only going to come to tears. 
And indeed, it does on various occasions. 

However, when we take this over to the image of God's relationship with his people, which 
is also described in various places in the Old Testament in terms of a covenant, then we see 
some differences as well as similarities. In several places the covenant is one-sided, God 
commits himself to his people without requiring anything of them in return, so when God 
makes the covenant with Noah with the rainbow, there's nothing said that the people have 
to do in return - it's unilateral. Similarly, when God makes his agreement with David, he says 
I will always look after you as it were, even if you go wrong God will never completely 
abandon you. Other passages are more two-sided, for instance the covenant that the 
people make with God on Sinai, and that's reiterated by Joshua at Shechem in the Book of 
Joshua. So, there is a similarity, but also a difference between that and the political 
covenant, in that God never abandons the covenant. He may make a new one that replaces 
the previous one - and is presumably better than it as well - indeed there are several places 
in the Old Testament which talk about God making a new covenant and also projecting to 
make a new covenant, and we'll come on to that in a minute. But God remains always 
faithful which echoes that one-sided covenant that we see in in the in the Old Testament. 

God remains faithful to his commitment to his people, often the people go astray and as a 
consequence of going astray, if they find themselves in difficult situations, they see that as 



www.abdiocese.org.uk 
The Arundel & Brighton Diocese is a Registered Charity No.252878 
 
 

5 

God's punishment, but it's perhaps more a sense that they have abandoned I think, the 
spring that fed them, the rock that kept them safe, to use a couple of biblical images. They 
have turned away from that and therefore they find themselves, a bit like the example I 
gave of the prodigal son, in a difficult situation. It's not so much that they do something, 
and God punishes them, but that they act in such a way that is not in their own best 
interests. 

One way of looking at this kind of relationship between sin and punishment, is to think of it 
not so much in terms of ‘if you do that, I’ll do this’ - so if you misbehave, I’ll hit you. As ‘if 
you stick your hand in that fire you will get burnt’ - it's a warning of the consequences of 
evil actions. 

Of course, the covenants constantly being broken lead people to look to a new covenant, 
and we see that as well, the Lord will eventually make a new covenant with the people, the 
law will not be something they obey as a set of rules, but something written on their hearts. 
In other words, they'll do it from their hearts rather than from merely a set of rules. Of 
course, they should have been doing that anyway to some extent, but it's that sense in 
which it's not merely exterior it's interior as well. And again, that goes back to that theme of 
relationship. 

So, the Old Testament tells of this rather difficult relationship that God has with his people, 
not because God is difficult, but because the people are difficult. 

In most other religions of the time, gods were fickle, and people had to try and appease 
them for no apparent reason and that sort of thing. The whole presentation of the Old 
Testament is that God is faithful, it's the people who are unfaithful. And as I say sometimes, 
they suffer the consequences, but when they turn back to him, he embraces them, and he 
receives them back and they return to that relationship where they are God's people and 
he is their loving father, treating them with hesed and continuing to keep his covenant. 

One last point, we've talked about God's love for his people, what about everybody else? 
Certainly, sometimes in the Old Testament, God is presented as being particularly 
unpleasant to the people around Israel, to Israel’s enemies. And again, we have to 
remember that the Old Testament is written from the point of view of the Israelites, of the 
Jewish people, and therefore it's not really that bothered about the others and what 
happens to them. When we read stories like the great story of the people being released 
from slavery in Egypt and coming over and entering the promised land and deposing, as it 
were, the peoples that are already there, we don't at first worry about the fate of those 
peoples, because that's not what the story is trying to tell us. It's trying to tell us about God 
protecting his own people. Of course, we have to ask the question, is that really fair? When 
we read those stories, we need to remember that they're not the whole story and that 
sometimes, the stories have grown in the telling.  

The people writing down these stories weren't primarily interested in telling an accurate 
picture of the past, but telling them about the story of the people. They're the mixture of 
their turning away and turning back to God, and God's constant love for them through that 
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- the other bits are just part of the story. But there are bits in the Old Testament that 
remind us that it's not just purely an issue of nationality or ethnicity. I mentioned at the 
beginning, the story of Rahab. Now Rahab was a Canaanite. The Israelites according, to the 
story had been told they had to destroy the Canaanites, but Rahab acts with hesed with 
loving kindness towards Israel, and therefore, because she recognises who God is, the story 
does show that she knows precisely who God is, that she is accepted and indeed received 
among them. Later on in the story, another one, who's a pure and unblemished in terms of 
his Israelite heritage steals some of the stuff that was supposed to be destroyed under the 
ban and is condemned, even though he's as pure and Israelite as you can be. So, it's not 
about God loving some people and hating others, indeed there's one passage where God 
effectively points out that he's not just God for the Israelites, but he's God for everybody 
else even if they don't know it.  

Yes of course Israel felt special, Israel indeed was special, but only special in the way that a 
parent's love for any child is particular and that child will feel special in its parents’ eyes, it 
doesn't make any other children less special. Israel is chosen for a particular mission and 
ultimately that mission, if you look at the later texts of the Old Testament, indeed how it 
develops into the New Testament, is not about just one nation, but by the whole of the 
human race being embraced in the loving kindness of God. And being received and finding 
in him the truth, the beauty, and the love that are the fulfilment of human life. 

 

I hope you found those thoughts stimulating, I’m sure there'll be plenty more questions 
about this, but I hope that's given you a key (or some keys) to help unlock this idea of the 
love of God present in the Old Testament. 


