
Praise for Emotions and the Gospel
I love this book! Heidi builds masterful bridges between the current 
research on emotion and the beauty of Scripture. Her books are known 
for being intensely practical and intensely theological, and Emotions and 
the Gospel is exactly that! I am excited to read this book together with 
my college students. This is a must read for any leader striving to build 
emotionally healthy disciples.

—Megan Barone, director of campus discipleship and outreach,  
Holy Cross Lutheran Church, Kearney, Nebraska

Ever since the angels proclaimed, “Fear not!” Christians have struggled with 
emotions. Are they good and godly, or are they bad and of the devil? What’s 
a faithful Christian to do: express them or stuff them? In her wonderfully 
transparent way, Heidi walks with us into the world of emotions: through 
the Scriptures, her own feelings, and her therapeutic approach. Using a solid 
biblical basis, she invites us to explore more deeply our thoughts, beliefs, and 
feelings about emotions. I love this book! You will too!

—Rev. James Otte, MDiv, MEd, LPC, associate pastor,  
Messiah Lutheran Church, Plano, Texas,  

and director of congregation and worker care, Texas District

This book engaged me from the beginning. I am an emotional person, 
and I overanalyze most situations. Heidi mingles personal experiences 
with professional insights to bring understanding and acceptance to 
emotions. I thank Heidi for recognizing that we are works in progress, 
designed by God, and covered by His grace. As we struggle with balance, 
she recognizes that the struggle is real—and okay.

—Debbie Larson, president,  
Lutheran Women’s Missionary League, 2019–23

God did not create us in His image to be repressed zombies or exuberant 
phonies. Heidi Goehmann refreshingly validates human emotions as a 
good gift of God, neither to be repressed nor faked, but to be received 
gratefully as necessary tools for authentic interactions in a fallen world. 
In so doing, she not only teaches us about ourselves but also about God, 
who created us to be like Him.

—Rev. Dr. Nathan Jastram, professor of theology,  
Concordia University Wisconsin



Heidi teaches us the importance of searching through Scripture when our 
cultural experiences come up short. She takes the emotions that we have 
tried to cram into neat little boxes and helps us give them the space that 
God intended them to have in our lives. This book helps us reexamine 
our emotions, not as good or bad, but as helpful, necessary, and purpose-
ful. Heidi gently emphasizes that there is always grace and compassion 
when we bring our emotions before God, but most important, she helps 
us build a foundation based on who we are in Christ Jesus, the emo-
tions we experience, and our Creator. The Body of Christ and the overall 
Church will benefit greatly from Heidi’s careful unpacking of emotional 
research and the importance of emotions rooted in biblical truth. 

—Elizabeth Warren, author, artist, wife, and mom

In a world of emotional polarization, Heidi Goehmann invites us into a 
deep and practical exploration of emotions as a gift from God. Drawing 
on biblical truth, professional understanding, and personal experience, 
Emotions and the Gospel is a timely, holistic, and refreshingly relevant 
resource for navigating the complexities of life and relationships.

—Matthew Hein, senior pastor, NewLife Community Lutheran Church, 
Swartz Creek, Michigan

Emotions and the Gospel is a must read for anyone involved in ministry. 
I can’t wait to read it again. Heidi writes like she is having a conversation 
with you at a local coffee shop, letting you into her own life and experi-
ences, struggles, and joys, all while pointing back to the Gospel every step 
of the way.

—William “Shurphyl” Jackson,  
retreats program manager, Camp Luther

The next generation of Christians is crying out for authenticity and 
connectedness. We can’t have either without emotion. Heidi not only 
explores our God-given emotions but also qualifies them as gifts, even 
the ones we don’t like to talk about in church. The Church gets weird 
regarding emotions. This book is the antidote. If we desire a deeper rela-
tionship with God and a growing ability to connect and love others, that 
wholeness must include a deep dive into our emotional world. This book 
is not a substitute for that dive but a toolbox to get the most out of every 
venture into it.

—Josh and Sarah McKinley, area directors,  
youth ministry and outreach, Young Life
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To my dad,  
who makes the world a  
kinder place each day,  

who said, “I choose you,” 
who doesn’t love emotions  
but loved me enough to let  

me have them
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INTRODUCTION
Emotions, like many meaningful things in life, are complex. 

Humanity as a whole seems to have a complicated relationship with 
them. Do we like them? Which do we like best? Which of them don’t 
we like? Is there a place for all of them? Or none of them?

I notice that we put a massive amount of energy into creating pro-
grams and techniques for regulating our emotions, treating them like 
beasts to hunt and tame. We arm ourselves with tactics rather than 
compassion or understanding. At the same time, we are intrigued by 
the concept of emotional intelligence and collecting knowledge related 
to our emotions. Perhaps, we think, if we learn more about them, 
we might subdue them or create a “right relationship” with them—
though the votes are still out on what that might look like. Our society, 
like others, has various spoken and unspoken rules about emotion. To 
some, emotions might be welcome in the therapy room but not in the 
boardroom. Others believe emotions show up naturally and expect-
edly in teenagers and women but that men likely have fewer emotions 
or at least a more natural capability for “controlling” them.

I don’t want to condemn any attempt to understand and engage 
with our emotions. However, I do want to start a conversation about 
emotions that recognizes their complexity and doesn’t try to “solve” 
them, but instead allows them the space God intended them to have. 
Theories on emotions abound, but certainty does not. New research 
on emotions comes out each passing day, and with it, expanding meth-
ods for understanding this part of ourselves. The uncertainty of emotions 
can leave us perplexed, making us uncomfortable and wary of them.
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The Church has a complicated relationship with emotion too. 
Though many fields of study contribute to the research of emo-
tions, very few theologians study the topic. We leave that to mental 
health professionals, leadership experts, and occasionally education 
and character-development gurus. While it’s good to rely on capable 
experts, we miss the full picture when we try to understand emotion 
only through those lenses. More problematic is that many faith-filled 
individuals and institutions resist engaging with the concept of emo-
tion, sometimes entirely. There seems to be a belief just below the 
surface of Western Christianity that favors the false stability of rea-
son and logic, perhaps esteeming them too highly. The undertones of 
this preference, though unspoken, are clear: Emotion is disconnected 
from truth. God simply tolerates the emotions of humans. This theo-
logical presupposition signals to believers that they should practice 
Vulcan-esque emotional suppression to please God and to live in 
righteousness. 

Yet, emotions are just as complicated at the other end of the spec-
trum. In some faith spaces, emotions are celebrated as the foremost 
evidence of God’s presence. Emotions like joy, peace, and gratitude 
are held up as proof of our faithfulness to God and God’s faithfulness 
to us. But this leaves followers of Jesus with unanswered questions: 
Where is God when these highly prized emotions are not present in 
our lives? What happens when struggles like justice and loss bring 
us face-to-face with anger, restlessness, and anxiety? When pleasant 
emotions denote God’s faithfulness to us, we are left wondering if 
their absence marks His scarcity.

When pleasant emotions denote  
God’s faithfulness to us, we are left wondering  

if their absence marks His scarcity. 
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If God welcomes emotions to be part of our lives, including our 
spiritual lives, but also doesn’t want them to be gauges to determine 
His presence and constancy, what then do we teach about emotions 
as a Church?

In all honesty, I also have a complicated relationship with emo-
tion. All these questions and challenges are my own. I love my emo-
tions and I hate my emotions. Sometimes I find them convenient, 
warm, useful, and insightful; other times I am challenged by their 
utter inconvenience, coldness, petulance, and instability. Emotions 
seem tangible and tamable one minute and completely intangible and 
untamable the next. I perceive them, I stuff them, I nurture them, I 
explode with them. They seem to live another life in my subconscious 
without me entirely.

I have learned and continue to learn each day how to navigate my 
emotions in healthier ways, but in moments of great emotion, I am 
reminded of my younger self, a child with big feelings and few skills 
or words to express them. 

When I was six or eight years old, my dad acquired the job of 
brushing my hair. This was not a moment of beauty or joy or delight 
for either of us. We had a routine: he would comb and I would cry. 
Every time, as I felt the tears stinging my eyes, I’d try to hold them 
back, and every time, those tears managed to spill over and roll down 
my cheeks.

My dad would ask in the unintentionally brusque voice of fathers 
who grew up in the mid-twentieth century, “Hey, you cryin’?”

To which my inner response was rage—I wanted to yell at him, 
“Yes! Can’t you see I’m crying? Is this actually a question you want an 
answer to?” I didn’t know that my anger, and likely my dad’s too, only 
masked sadness and shame. That little girl didn’t have the language 
she needed then, and there are moments and days when I don’t have 
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the language I need now. We are all works in progress, and so is our 
relationship with our emotions.

We are all works in progress,  
and so is our relationship with our emotions.

Perhaps my interest in emotions began on the day my dad changed 
the narrative of our hair-brushing experience. I don’t know what 
motivated him, but he picked up the brush and moved with inten-
tion—he brushed slowly and methodically, bringing love and com-
passion where before there was unnecessary frustration and shame. 

Looking back, I want to tell little Heidi that her sadness and her 
anger and her angst all have a place. I also want to let her dad know 
that his sadness and anger and angst can have their place as well. I 
want both of them to know that love and compassion come through 
these challenging emotions, and kindness and generosity will come 
from them as well.

With this book, I’d like to open the conversation about the topic 
of emotion, not only for deeper understanding, but also to give some 
attention and space to our younger selves and what we have experi-
enced. While this book is full of information, I also hope to honor 
each of our individual experiences with emotions along the way.

Emotions are personal. We can always learn more about emotion, 
but we can only experience the ones inside of us. This individuality 
means there will be times when your experience with emotions is dif-
ferent from mine. That’s good! You’ll find more stories for and about 
my younger self throughout this book as a way to keep us grounded 
in honoring our experiences with emotion. When you read these, I 
invite you to ask yourself a few questions:
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• What beliefs have you encountered about emotions?
• What are some of your own experiences with emotion?
• When have emotions shown up boldly in your life? 
• Are there any places or stories in your life when you wish 

emotions would have been allowed but instead were unin-
vited?

This is also a book about the Gospel. It is an invitation to make 
space and time to understand God’s truth, grace, and redemption for 
our emotions, as written in His Word. Emotions are, at least in part, 
directly related not only to the character of God but also to the mys-
tery of God, which means there will be a fair amount of mystery to 
human emotions as well. You will find lots of information in this book 
about the nature of God and the nature of emotional processes and 
how they intersect. Neither is simple. We are invited to sit before the 
Maker and Crafter of all things and ask questions around God’s Word 
and scientific research. With God’s hands to guide us and His arms 
holding us, we are invited to look deeper into God’s Law and God’s 
Gospel and look deeper into ourselves to root out the things that need 
to be rooted out. We are invited to grow. 

We will walk through the intersection of emotions and the Gospel 
with a posture of curiosity, asking these questions together:

• Are emotions valuable to God? 
• Are certain emotions desirable or sacred while others are 

base, to be overcome or cast out?
• What’s the “right” amount of emphasis on emotion in our 

lives? What is too much? What is too little?
• Are there ideal scriptural or scientific methods for working 

with our emotions? Is there a “right” way to experience 
emotions?

• How do I help my partner, spouse, friend, or the annoyed 
customer service agent with their emotions?
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As you read, I ask you to consider these questions with a bias to-
ward openness, aware that we won’t have all the answers and that the 
ones we do find together will not be neat and tidy. We will also rely on 
God’s affection for us and His grace to guide us in our searching. The 
foundational belief of Christianity that Christ died to save us and heal 
our relationship with God means two things for our relationship with 
God: God does not expect us to know everything (that’s His job), and 
God knows we need help. He does not judge our need, but rather calls 
Himself Helper. Take heart in the words of Jesus in John 14:26: “But 
the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, 
He will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I 
have said to you.”

With that in mind, let’s reframe the concept of emotions with 
God’s Gospel through Jesus Christ. God doesn’t judge our emotions 
in the way that we do, fingers pointed, inner critic at the ready. Like 
all of our parts, our emotions are judged by the grace extended to 
us through what Jesus has done for us. The uncovering and work of 
discovery in and around our emotions reveals things about ourselves. 
More than that, with God’s Word in our lives and the Helper of the 
Spirit as our guide, our emotions also reveal to us some things about 
God, which we’ll discover together. God values our emotions, and 
not only the ones that seem pleasant or “good” to us. They are com-
plex gifts, each with its own purposes. Of course, we can degrade the 
gifts of God and misuse them. And so, perhaps most important, our 
emotions often point us to our need and are some of the most pow-
erful reminders in our lives of God’s redemption, restoration, and a 
brighter eternity.

It’s a different way of looking at emotions when we stop seeing 
them as inconveniences or problems to solve. It may seem dangerous 
to let them have more space even in a discussion, let alone in the prac-
tices of our daily lives. Yet, God is faithful, and grace through Jesus 
Christ is what saves us, not doing emotions “correctly.” Jesus’ grace 
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through the cross, through the empty tomb, through the Word of 
God, is what heals us and helps us flourish, change, and grow. There 
are certainly ways our responses to emotion can lead to unhealth, but 
God’s Law, showing us our imperfection, is meant to be a gateway to 
God’s Gospel. Jesus’ love for us in His death and resurrection speaks 
restoration over every emotion in our lives. With hope and grace and 
restoration as the endpoint, we can see Jesus’ steadfast joy showing 
up powerfully when we have joy; when we have sadness or anger, we 
can see Jesus inviting us to sort through it and ask questions and be 
tended to by Him. His ears are ready to listen to us, His arms are ready 
to catch us, and His feet are ready to walk with us.

Another layer of Gospel that we don’t want to miss here is the 
gift of other people. God gives us the firm foundation and friendship 
of Jesus Christ and the counsel of the Holy Spirit and His Word, but 
He also gives us one another. Research from the field of interperson-
al neurobiology tells us that, while suffering does impact our ability 
to regulate our emotions, sharing our experiences and feeling seen 
and heard by someone else brings us a sense of integration.1 We need 
people in our lives to sort through our emotions with us, but perhaps 
we might also grow from simply witnessing the hurts and joys of our 
shared humanity alongside one another.

Note that this is not a self-help book. I am not offering a better 
or “right” way to experience or express emotions. The purpose of this 
book is to know more about God and connect more deeply with Him 
through the lens of our emotions and, in doing so, to learn more about 
ourselves. This is gentle work. “Fixing” and “solving” ourselves tends 
to be less gentle work and often creates challenges to seeing God’s 
grace in the midst of our lives.
1 Daniel J. Siegel, “The Developing Mind and the Resolution of Trauma: Some Ideas about Information 

Processing and an Interpersonal Neurobiology of Psychotherapy,” in EMDR as an Integrative Psychotherapy 
Approach, ed. Francine Shapiro (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2002), 85–121.
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As we work through the topic of emotions together, we’ll start 
with a theological lens to gain some theological foundations, looking 
at common beliefs and misconceptions about emotions. Then we’ll 
move to a practical or personal lens to gain foundations for processing 
emotions. Finally, we will use those foundations to walk through some 
emotions in Scripture that seem to be forgotten, to help us expand the 
language we use for those feelings when we experience them in daily 
life.

Throughout this book, there will be information and knowledge 
and insight. There will be some sorting and some increased aware-
ness. There will likely be conviction because the Gospel and authentic 
connection in relationship also include accountability and boundar-
ies. Yet, there will be grace because the Gospel in our relationships 
always includes mercy.

GOSPEL TRUTHS FOR OUR EMOTIONS
  Emotions are complex. 

  God is complex. 

  It’s okay to have a complicated relationship with both.

  The grace of Jesus Christ is available for both our relationship 
with God and our relationship with our emotions.

 





PART 1
Beliefs about Emotions
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FOUNDATIONS OF EMOTION
My therapist’s office in Ohio always smelled like nature in all the 

best ways. The warm brown leather chairs were cozy, and to this day I 
think of healing when I see similar chairs. 

Therapy is a lot of things, but I would never use the word easy 
to describe any of them. My heart was heavy, my mind filled with 
thoughts that gave me no reprieve. What stands out most even now 
about that time was the invisible weight attached to my chest, making 
it hard to breathe. There is a book called The Body Keeps the Score, 
and I slowly learned the truth of those words in that therapy room at 
thirty-four years old. 

After several visits, my therapist asked me, “Heidi, what if you felt 
all of your feelings?”

I indicated that the world would crumble under my sadness, that 
the anger deep in my gut seemed to have no room in my home or 
my church. Instead of feeling, I had asked my body to hold back a 
tsunami. This vessel, knit lovingly by my Creator, had become a dam 
keeping at bay all the emotions I didn’t think had a place in the Chris-
tian walk. I wasn’t aware I had built that schema. It was part of a belief 
system I had picked up along the road of life somehow—even though 
it did not serve me well, nor did I actually believe it to be true!

I had traded real emotion for forced silver linings, replaced the 
true and life-giving Gospel with false positivity.

How far had my silver linings gotten me? How distant had God 
begun to feel because of those weights I had asked my body to hold? 
These questions opened more: What was the purpose of these emo-
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tions that felt closer to brokenness than grace so often for me? What 
were my values and how did they relate to my emotions? What did I 
think God wanted of me from feelings? 

I needed an emotion foundation. 

Opening up our emotions can feel like a leap—scary, unknown, 
a physical and mental commitment. We resist in fear and in but-
toned-up put-togetherness that God never asked of us. 

This section of the book will ground us in the emotion founda-
tions we need to take the leap. It explores the questions above and 
is meant to bring us to a place where we can rest in God’s truth and 
grace when we process our emotions, feeling attached to God through 
them, rather than detached from Him because of them. Our God—
Father, Son, and Spirit—is our safety when emotions, perspectives, 
and experiences shift and the weights we hold in our bodies make 
themselves known.

God is not absent from our bodies. He tends to them and cares for 
them. Through Baptism, our bodies become the chosen residences 
of the Holy Spirit. God’s creation of our bodies is also His provision. 
That creation is an intimate process. In Genesis, God formed Adam 
by putting His hands in the dirt and connecting His mystery to the 
physical world. Eve was formed with this same connection of God’s 
mystery and the physical material of Adam’s rib. These bodies of ours 
are intricately woven still today by our Maker (Psalm 139:14; Ephe-
sians 2:10). We are made up of complex cells, organs, and tissues; 
dependent on various fluids, minerals, and micronutrients; and knit 
with nerves and veins and pathways. There is beauty in the mystery 
of our Maker meeting the physical thing known as our body with His 
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hands, crafting us miraculously before birth, and continuing to knit 
what we call our “self ” today.

Yet, the “self,” this person that is you, is more than a body. God’s 
continuous work of crafting and knitting not only our physical parts 
but also that broader and deeper sense of self is an important foun-
dation for our understanding of emotions. God made each of us to 
be far more than a body alone. We have a mind and heart and soul. 
We have senses and emotions, thoughts and beliefs. These unseen, 
intangible parts are related to our physical being and together make 
up who we are. God cares for all of us, soul and spirit and body. God 
sees us wholly when we have only glimpses below our own surface, 
and He does not turn His face from any part of us or our experience.

God cares for all of us, soul and spirit and body.
As humans, we experience life in these bodies and with these 

intangible parts imperfectly. One day, when Jesus comes back to re-
store all things in His own wild and wonderful way, we will experi-
ence what the Bible calls glorified bodies (Philippians 3:20–21). Here 
God’s mystery meets the physical body in a new, miraculous way. 
Embodiment is to humanity as water is to the ocean. We can maybe 
picture the ocean without water in it, but would it still be the ocean? 
We wouldn’t be humanity without our unique combination of bodies, 
thoughts, emotions, and many things seen and unseen, understood, 
misunderstood, or never quite understood. 

Why does this discussion of embodiment matter? Because as hu-
mans we occasionally would like to ditch the body for the soul or the 
soul for the body. Sometimes we elevate our physical selves, giving 
an abundance of attention to diets and exercise or whatever satisfies 
our senses in an isolated moment. We’re tempted to view health only 
in the extremely limited sense of what is covered by medical insur-
ance and what supports longevity. At other times, we can elevate our 
mental capacities, limiting ourselves to our thoughts, wonderings, 
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and judgments. Still other times, we become gnostic and see only the 
value of our souls and spirits, disdaining our entrapment in these jars 
of clay, so easily cracked and broken. We also elevate or exclude our 
emotions. Often we want to push our emotions aside or belittle their 
role in our life. Other times we give them far more attention than they 
deserve, making them leaders and determinants of our days.

Because emotions are personal, our beliefs about emotion can 
easily come from only our own vantage point. But emotions exist 
apart from our experience with them. Emotions originated in God 
before the beginning of the world, which means that emotions ex-
isted between entities before they existed between God and humans 
or between people. God is a connected community of three persons, 
or what theologians call the Godhead, mysteriously making only one 
God. God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit exhibit emo-
tions themselves. God the Trinity has pleasure together in the creation 
of the universe. God the Trinity experiences joy in their fullness of 
being. God the Trinity was angered and saddened by humanity in 
Noah’s days and I’m sure in our own. And so we encounter another 
emotion foundation: emotions exist outside of our human experience 
of them, in the Godhead. Emotions are not limited to what we as hu-
mans think, feel, or understand about them.

Emotions are not limited to what we as humans 
think, feel, or understand about them.

Yet, while emotions exist apart from us, emotions are an essential 
part of how God made us. Another piece of emotion foundation to 
lay down is that our emotions impact our interactions with Him and 
with one another. These emotional interactions have been happening 
since the beginning of humanity’s creation. We are people created by 
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God with emotions. When God said, “Let Us make man” and He “saw 
everything that He had made and, behold, it was very good” (Genesis 
1:26, 31), that included emotions. In creation, emotions were gifted 
to us by a good God and were called good as part of that creation. 
Another emotion foundation we can embrace: emotions are not in-
convenient mistakes but rather gifts to be held in our hands. 

Sometimes the best way to understand the beauty of a gift is to use 
negative imagery: to imagine life without that particular thing. For 
example, author Mari Andrew has compared life without emotions 
to a blue sky with no sunsets and no place for the twinkling stars to 
come out and shine.2 What would life be like without the ability to feel 
a diversity of emotions in our experiences?

In the beginning, emotions existed perfectly. They served as con-
nectors. Imagine the emotions of joy, awe, humility, and bestowed 
value and grace moving between God and humanity freely, with no 
disruption. Before brokenness and its hurts, the human response to 
God’s good gifts, including emotion, was likely thanksgiving and awe 
in a sense of connectedness. Imagine love and tenderness and under-
standing moving from human to human without all the heartbreak 
and tension. Emotion brings into our lives one more way for God to 
know us relationally and us to know God relationally. We see this per-
fection of emotion moving between God the Father and God the Son 
when the Father says, “This is My beloved Son, with whom I am well 
pleased” (Matthew 3:17, emphasis added). We see it when Jesus is full 
of joy in the Holy Spirit, praising the Father for His plans, His timing, 
His character (Luke 10:21).

Like the rest of God’s good gifts, emotions now exist in the bro-
kenness of the world. Oh, how beautiful it would be if just one part 
of our lives could go untouched by brokenness! But the entrance of 
sin into the world means that sin affects everything, including our 

2 Mari Andrew, My Inner Sky: On Embracing Day, Night, and All the Times in Between (New York: Penguin 
Books, 2021).
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emotions. Our emotion foundation here is not only that our emotions 
are broken but also that we experience them in the brokenness of the 
world. Disappointment, fear, and sadness exist not because we are 
sinful but because the world is hard, imperfect, and broken. The good 
news is that where brokenness is evident, Jesus’ redemption is not far 
away.

Jesus’ emotions during His time on the earth in the incarnation, 
from birth to death, were impacted by brokenness. Yet, He remained 
perfect. Jesus’ experience of anger and sadness, without sin, tells us 
again that sadness and anger are not in themselves sinful, wrong, or 
disconnecting. It’s easy to make emotion the bad guy here, but at what 
cost? Saying that emotions can lead us to sin is different than saying 
certain emotions are sinful. Is it possible that emotions like sadness 
and anger are still gifts of the Creator? How would we process a bro-
ken world without tears? How would we respond to injustice without 
anger? How would we keep ourselves safe from harm without fear? 
These things reside with us because of sin’s existence in this world, 
but that doesn’t cloak the entire concept of emotion in sin. Nor does 
it make some emotions sinful because they may only be experienced 
in the brokenness of the world. Unfortunately, we have a hard time 
imagining many of these emotions outside of our ability to make a 
mess of everything. While the relationship between brokenness and 
emotion is mysterious, God reveals much to us in Jesus Christ.

As we move on, we’ll see more of God’s own experiences with 
emotion in Scripture as He responds to and interacts with humanity. 
We will learn about God’s emotions and build awareness of God in 
our emotions. Again and again in the Bible, we see God the Father 
respond with truth and with grace to His Son, to His people, and to 
humanity as a whole. We see that He is never far off.
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Despite how weird and wild they can be, emotions originate with-
in the heart of God. God proclaims all of us—heart, soul, mind, and 
strength—to be redeemable in Jesus Christ. We have been given these 
complicated gifts to connect us, top to bottom, soul to body, one to 
another, a gracious God to the people of His hands.

EMOTION FOUNDATIONS
  God created us as emotional beings.

  Emotions exist outside of humanity.

  Emotions impact our interactions with God and others.

  Emotions are gifts from God.

  Our emotions are broken in this world, and we experience them 
in brokenness.

  Our emotions, like the rest of us, are redeemed in Jesus Christ.
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THE IMAGE OF GOD
Mrs. Harp’s fourth-grade class was quiet, each student taking a test 

of some sort, backs bent over multiple-choice and short-answer ques-
tions. My feet could almost touch the floor without trying. Almost. 

I remember my pencil stopping above the page as I consid-
ered an answer and suddenly having the strongest sensation of my 
own thoughts within my mind. With the awareness of the hum of 
my thoughts also came the awareness of the hum of everyone else’s 
thoughts around me. I wondered if their thoughts were different from 
my own and quickly realized they must be. If we all said our thoughts 
in unison aloud, would they fill the room with their noise like on The 
Electric Company? Would the sound of our thoughts confuse and 
overwhelm us? Would our thoughts disappear as fast as they came, 
like mist, to make room for more thoughts as they came?

I’m guessing these kinds of ponderings are why adults patted me 
on the head so much as a kid rather than respond.

We are all thinkers of thoughts. Most people have had an experi-
ence like mine, when they became aware of their thoughts as part of 
their humanity and the commonality of thinking among humankind. 
As thinkers of thoughts, we each look around us, take in information, 
and consider benefits and consequences. We often recalibrate based 
on the information we receive. 



EMOTIONS & THE GOSPEL

26

Thoughts, however, are not the whole story of our mind and men-
tal processes. Thoughts are connected to other processes in our body. 
Sometimes we act through involuntary processes: breathing, digest-
ing food, blinking, our heart beating. Other times we act voluntarily: 
we make a conscious choice to take a certain route, seek out a glass of 
water when we are thirsty, or open our mouth to speak words with a 
specific message. 

Emotions are part of these involuntary and voluntary processes. 
They are connected to our thoughts, but they aren’t our thoughts. 
They are connected to our choices but are not our choices. They are 
their own thing, and they are linked to everything. 

Emotions tend to come before our thoughts and actions and then 
also in response to thoughts and actions. When our heart flutters, we 
might have a simple sensory experience of it—a butterfly sensation or 
a short intake of breath. We might have an emotional experience as 
well—a note of anxiety, maybe a strange feeling of doom, like some-
thing is terribly amiss. Take another example: When a loved one cries 
out in pain, we are quick to jump up and inspect what’s happened; 
our body may react before our mind begins working through possi-
ble solutions. We are often flooded with compassion to reach out and 
help before we consider what kind of help that might be. 

Emotions are a necessary part of the processes of our bodies and 
of life. Our capability to have them and to feel them was knit into us, 
just like our ability to think, touch, taste, talk, and move. They supply 
information and connect us to the things we need and the people we 
love. 

Emotions also connect us to our Creator. They tie us to God in an 
intimate way: God is an emotional being as we are emotional beings. 
While we are not the same, we are mysteriously similar in some ways.
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Our ability to feel comes not only from God’s gifting but also from 
God’s being. 

Genesis 1:26–27 explains why our emotions are connected to 
God and simultaneously adds some mystery to the whole process of 
being human:

Then God said, “Let us make man in Our image, after 
Our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish 
of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the 
livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping 
thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created man in 
His own image, in the image of God He created him; 
male and female He created them. (emphasis added)

God imprints Himself on us. In this way, we are made differently 
from everything around us. I can remember Dr. Nathan Jastram, one 
of my favorite Old Testament professors, standing in front of the class-
room and teaching us how complicated any discussion of the image of 
God is. If you are interested in the image of God in general, I suggest 
his writings, which are grounded in the Gospel and full of biblical 
insight.3 

Dr. Jastram taught us to look for Jesus across the pages of Scrip-
ture, from Genesis to Revelation. He had a particular affinity for those 
Scriptures written in Hebrew and taught us to read them through the 
unique lens of the Hebrew language and culture. Genesis 1:26–27 is 
a great example of Hebrew superlative, or the tendency of the He-
brew language to repeat important things for emphasis. God’s image 
in and on humankind is important to God. Dr. Jastram also taught us 
that context matters. The verses around Genesis 1:26–27 emphasize 
wholeness, or completeness, in the creation account—that creation is 

3 Nathan Jastram, “Man as Male and Female: Created in the Image of God,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 
68, no. 1 (January 2004), http://www.ctsfw.net/media/pdfs/jastrammanasmale.pdf; Burnell F. Eckardt, 
“Another Look at Imago Dei: Fulfilled in the Incarnate One,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 79, nos. 1–2 
(January/April 2015): 67–78, http://www.ctsfw.net/media/pdfs/EckardtAnotherLookAtImagoDei.pdf.
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whole with the addition of humankind to the plants and planets and 
penguins. There is also a wholeness or thoroughness to God’s work 
of creating, which culminates in His work of creating everything, de-
claring it good, and then resting.

Wholeness is part of who we are as humans as well. Scripture 
describes the wholeness of humans with the language of heart, soul, 
mind, and strength. We were made in God’s image, which is a mys-
tery to some extent, but His image isn’t limited to our faces or form. 
He makes each part of us, and His image is an important part of our 
wholeness. Which parts of that heart, soul, mind, and strength are in 
many ways parts of Him?

Does your brain hurt yet? The image of God sends my mind 
whirling every time. 

That little girl in Mrs. Harp’s class who had lots of thoughts about 
thoughts also grew up to have lots of thoughts about emotion. If there 
is an air of mystery and a little heaviness to the image of God and our 
emotions, that little girl would like to thank you for thinking all the 
big thoughts along with her.

It is a beautiful thing to be connected to God in wholeness and 
also for that wholeness to include our emotions. What is harder and 
less beautiful is that Genesis 3 crashes in far too soon after Genesis 
1 and 2. Wholeness is ruptured. We are scattered people, no longer 
reflecting God’s image perfectly, because the mirror has been broken. 
This rupture includes our emotions. 

God was not ruptured in Genesis 3, and neither are His emotions. 
Just as God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, God’s emotions are not 
our emotions (Isaiah 55:8–9). We experience emotions as fleeting, 
irregular, and hard to understand so much of the time. God in His 
perfection, His holiness, His God-ness has a different experience and 
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vantage point of emotions. We experience emotions as indicators of 
our needs; God has no needs (Acts 17:25). Yet, God experiences de-
sire and longing too (Job 14:14–15; 1 Timothy 2:4).

Just as God’s thoughts are not our thoughts,  
God’s emotions are not our emotions.

God and His emotions can be confusing to us because in the rup-
ture there is also now mystery. To understand some of the mystery, we 
let God’s Word show us who God is, including His emotions. Scrip-
ture doesn’t always discuss emotion in the narrative. But thank good-
ness it does give us several clear accounts of God and His emotions. 
We always hold both those pieces together: looking at what Scripture 
reveals while knowing that Scripture doesn’t reveal all. For that reve-
lation, we wait for Christ to return. In Christ, we have what we need 
now while we continue to learn more each day. This practice keeps 
us from making assumptions about God and enables us to identify 
assumptions about God in things we read or hear. When in doubt, go 
to Scripture and find out more through the truth of God’s Word. And 
know that one day, we’ll understand it all completely, including our 
big thoughts on emotion.

In the Old Testament, we see a wide spectrum of God’s emotion, 
which can feel far off and confusing. In a recent email, Dr. Jastram 
reminded me that the emotions of God, like our own, are not in a 
vacuum. God is understood through both Law and Gospel, not one 
or the other. When we read about God’s hate, it helps to know it does 
not exist outside God’s love. When we hear stories that include God’s 
anger, it helps to hold that anger alongside God’s delight and patience. 

Another thing to remember about emotions in the Old Testament 
is that they were experienced before the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. Part of their purpose is to point us to humanity’s des-
perate need for that death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. When you 
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read the list below, how do the emotions of the passage remind you of 
our great need as humans for Christ’s redemption?

• love (Jeremiah 31:3)
• sorrow (Isaiah 53:3)
• anger (Exodus 32:9–10)
• longing (Isaiah 30:18)
• pleasure (Psalm 147:11)

In the New Testament, emotions are often a little more comfort-
ing to contemplate. We see a more complete version of God’s emotion 
in God’s humanity, in the person and work of Jesus Christ. But even 
here, Jesus’ emotions are not limited and must be viewed through a 
Law-and-Gospel lens. Where do you see both the Law and Gospel of 
God in these examples of Jesus’ emotional experiences?

• joy (John 15:11)
• troubled (John 11:33; 12:27)
• anguish (Luke 19:41)
• compassion (Matthew 9:36; 15:32)

We see the most complete and perfect image of God through the 
image of our Savior. As humans who are not God-in-human-flesh as 
Jesus was, we carry the image of God and the emotions of that image 
in brokenness. Because of that brokenness, our faces, our forms, our 
minds, our hearts, and our souls reflect that image inaccurately. Jesus’ 
reflection of God is always accurate. 

How might our imperfect emotions give us a window into God’s 
emotional life? There are certainly times we let out the Holy Spirit 
loud and clear, reflecting God’s compassion, warmth, love, and empa-
thy. More often, though, our imperfection acts as a powerful reminder 
that God is better than anything else we might grasp for or seek. He 
fills us when we feel depleted. He is what we need when humans 
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disappoint. Human emotions act as a foil to God’s constancy and 
consistency. 

The Bible tells us that God doesn’t change (Hebrews 13:8). He 
is steadfast and faithful (Psalm 86:15). He is compassionate, strong, 
truthful, and just. All of these attributes are worth cultivating in our 
own character. Often our emotions can feel like a train barreling 
down the track of our character, making it obvious that God’s im-
age is disrupted in us. In the brokenness of the world, God’s image, 
which is holy and pure in Himself, is distorted in us. But the juxtapo-
sition of our imperfect emotional life with God’s perfect emotional 
life isn’t about us becoming more holy by having better emotions or 
better emotional control. Instead, God uses our imperfect emotions 
to reveal our need for His touch. In Jesus Christ, we have redemption 
and full relationship with God, and that redemption extends to our 
emotional lives. 

Our emotions glorify God not in their holiness but in their con-
nectedness. They nudge us toward God’s presence with humanity. 
They are reflections of a God who is more than cerebral thoughts and 
actions. When our emotional experience is connected to God’s Word, 
we see the depth of impact God allows in His relationship with each 
of us. Emotions may be confusing and dim reflections of an emotional 
God at times, but that doesn’t negate the reflection. Emotions can 
help us to see God, even if only in part. In the words of the apostle 
Paul, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I 
know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” 
(1 Corinthians 13:12). Emotions are a part of being known, both in 
the sense of understanding and in the sense of relationship.

Knowing in part isn’t easy for us, whether in understanding or in 
relationship. The image of God is a complicated topic. Emotion is a 
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complicated topic. Put them together, and we certainly end up with 
dissonance, that feeling of discomfort when the pieces of the puzzle 
before us don’t quite fit but we know they do fit somehow. I believe 
God enjoys our desire to work with the pieces of the mystery, to spend 
time getting to know Him more and understand Him more each day. 
God loves that little girl in Mrs. Harp’s class, and I think He’s enam-
ored with her thoughts about thoughts. He still sits with her in her 
complicated thoughts about emotions. Eventually, when Jesus comes 
back, we will know fully. Wholeness will come. Emotional whole-
ness will come. Until then, our emotions reveal God’s ability to bring 
healing and redemption to what isn’t whole and to what doesn’t look 
redeemable. As God promises in His Word, He will make us new in 
Jesus Christ, perfectly in His image once more:

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean 
from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I 
will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a 
new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the 
heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of 
flesh. (Ezekiel 36:25–26)


