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The Hiddeness of God

February 15th, 2009
Back when I was a freshman in college, I remember standing on a long lunch line at the cafeteria.  

· And while I was standing there, someone came up to me asking if I would take a survey that focused on spirituality.  

· With nothing better to do, I let them ask their questions. It seemed reasonable enough… 

· Except at the end of it, they asked if I would like to meet with someone to discuss some of my answers, which I answered, “No!”  

· They asked if I’d like to attend a Bible Study, to which I answered, “No!” 

· They asked me if I’d like to attend one of their weekly gatherings, at which point I quickly told them “No, No, No, No!” 

Well, in spite of all those “No’s,” someone did come and visit my dorm room. It turned out to be a really meaningful conversation, centered on God’s love.  

· Just a few months earlier, a two-year relationship I was in came to a sad end and, truth was…

· I was wondering if there was a love that wouldn’t disappoint… If there was something or someone whom I really could bank my life on.  

· And, after a few weeks, I knew in my heart that God was the One person who, for the rest of my life, and the rest of eternity, for that matter…

· Would always be with me. And so, I asked Jesus into my life.

And, all I can say is that this very profound encounter with Jesus created such a stir inside of me.  I can only describe it as “falling in love.”

· Do you remember when you first fell in love with someone… hours on the phone seemed like minutes while the hour drive to their house was a drop in a bucket… where all you want is to just be with that person.  

· When you’re together, time flies… and when you’re apart, time drags on and on. In fact, we have a term for that… we call it being “love sick!”
Now, as much as you might want that season of your relationship to continue, mercifully, it doesn’t, because, over time, I believe love sickness really can be fatal!

· That relationship will either need to change… or end. It can’t just stay there. It will either end or will develop far deeper roots so that it can last.

· Either way, the intensity of those feelings you have when you’re first in love will begin to change… and, at some point, you’ll find yourself standing on entirely new relational & emotional terrain.

· And, in that moment, some may wonder if something’s gone terribly wrong with their relationship… when, in fact, everything may be moving along through the normal, healthy phases of relational development.

If a relationship is going to endure, then, it’ll have to grow far beyond love sickness & infatuation… to deepened commitment & emotional depth.

· And, as true as this is romantically, it’s also true of us spiritually. 

· You see, the intensity of emotion that we often feel at the very beginning of our relationship with God, at some point…

· Will need to develop into something far deeper that the warm fuzzy feelings you, at one point, felt all the time.

· It has to… if your relationship with Him is going to grow. 

Suddenly, the shear thrill of worship or being in His Word isn’t quite moving you the way it did.

· That real awareness of His presence with you may no longer be there the way it had.

· In fact, at some point, it may seem as though He’s a million miles away… even though you still know, in your heart, that He’s right there with you.

· Truth is, there are times in my relationship with God where I’ve nearly begged Him to make His presence more clear to me.

· I wasn’t asking for much… not much more than you read about in Exodus 13, for example… when God comes to Israel in a pillar of cloud during the day and a pillar of fire at night!

Have you ever just cried out to Him, “God… it would just be so much easier if you open up the heavens and part the Hudson River so I can drive into NYC without having to pay the $8 toll… then I’d know you were with me!”
· And yet, even when I’ve cried out for clarity… there are times when all I felt was my own disappointment.

· Have you ever felt that way? I mean, if God is the same today as He was when we first fell in love with Him, then what’s happened? 

· Why does He seem so far away at times… even when we’re reaching out to Him?

Well, once in a while, if I’m going to pay that $8 to cross over the George Washington Bridge, I might just head into the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

· Of course, I love all the Renaissance art… and especially the 19th Century European art.  

· But the one piece of art that I’ve never seen there… not even in the modern art section… are the works of Martin Handford.

· Has anyone ever heard of Martin Handford?  While his art wouldn’t likely make it on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, his series of illustrations called “Where’s Waldo” still get an emotional response from me…

In fact, looking for Waldo can literally drive me crazy! Now, truth is, Waldo looks pretty ordinary… 

· So ordinary that at times, I can barely find Him… even using my innovative, but not-always-effective system of breaking the page into 2-inch squares

· Now, I know is that Waldo is there on every page. In fact, if I didn’t trust the author’s reassurance that he really is there on each of those pages, I would have given up.  
· You see, sometimes you really have to work hard to find him. It demands patience.  
And yet, sometimes, the patience just isn’t there… and you begin wondering if He really is there on that page of your life.
· It’s frustrating!  Where is he?  Where is he hiding?  Is he really is there? And, if He is, why would he be so elusive?  
· In fact, we should call him Waldus Absconditus… the “Waldo who hides himself.”
· And yet, the truth is that the seasons of our lives can often look like different scenes or different pages from a Where’s Waldo book.
Listen… there are some pages where you just can’t miss Him… that in spite of all that might be going on around you; you just can’t miss His presence in your life.
· And yet, there are those other times where He seems so elusive… when He seems almost to be hiding from us.  
· Have you ever experienced this?  Have you ever experienced the “Hiddenness of God?” 

It’s why David cries out as he did in Psalm 13, “How long, O Lord? Will You forget me forever? How long will You hide Your face from me?” 

· In Psalm10:1, he cries out, "Why, O Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?"
· In Isaiah 8:17, Isaiah declares, “And I will wait on the Lord, who hides His face from the house of Jacob…” 
· In chapter 45:15, Isaiah says, "Truly you are a God who hides himself…”

· Brother Lawrence once wrote, “God has various ways of drawing us to Him, but sometimes He hides Himself.”
Well, what I’d like to look at throughout the rest of our time this morning are four seasons of life that characterize the degree to which we’re able to experience the presence of God in our lives.  (Taken from Ortberg, God is Closer than You Think)
RAINBOW DAYS:

Like those first few pages of a Where’s Waldo book, it’s during these “Rainbow Day” seasons that God can be so easy to find… where God’s presence is so real.  

· We read in Genesis 6 how sin & shamelessness had driven humanity further and further away from God. 

· In response, we’re told that God’s heart was “filled with pain.”

· And yet, the Lord told a man named Noah that he and his family would be spared from the coming flood… from the coming judgement.  
He said, “I will make a covenant with you… that from this time on, I will be with you.  And that I will give you a sign of my covenant: the rainbow.”

· And Noah said, “Wow!”  Well, he probably said, “wow.”  

· And so every time Noah saw a rainbow in the sky, he would remember what God had promised him… ultimately, the promise of His presence.

· You see, God was very clear with Noah… not only on that day… but every day Noah could see another rainbow in the horizon.

Now skip ahead a few generations. One day God came to a man named Abraham.  In a world again filled with violence, He asked Abraham to leave his home in order to go with Him to a place he had never been before… 

· Where he would become a blessing to the nations. And yet, He would not have to do this alone.  

· God said, “I will make a covenant with you.  From this time on, you will be my people, and I will be your God.  I will be with you.  And I will give you a sign of my covenant with you… circumcision.”

· And Abraham said, “Wow!”  Well, he probably didn’t say, “wow!”  He probably screamed for his life!

Can you imagine Abraham’s response?  Circumcision?!  You mean, Noah got a rainbow as a sign of your covenantal love… and I get CIRCUMCISION?  

· Couldn’t you come up with some sort of secret handshake? Couldn’t we each wear some kind of decoder ring?

· And yet, even though Abraham’s day was a little more painful than Noah’s, still, God’s presence was very clear.

You see, it’s on these “rainbow days”, that God’s presence is, thankfully, hard to miss… they represent those moments or seasons where the veil that separates the natural from the supernatural gets pretty thin.

· On rainbow days, your life is filled with more clarity… you have a clear sense of God’s presence. 

· You find yourself wanting to pray more, you find yourself more open to receiving and acting on what God is speaking to you about.

· When you’re in the rainbow-day-zone, life just seems better… sin looks less tempting.  

· Your kid can track mud on your white carpet and yet you’ll patiently remind them of how you did the same thing when you were a kid.

Maybe that’s where you are right now.  Maybe you’re experiencing rainbow days right now.  If so… enjoy!  Just don’t take them for granted… because they don’t continue on forever.

· Some of you have already grown desperately weary of hearing about my motorcycle trip a few years ago through Wyoming and Montana.

· For seven days I felt as though I was riding through the Garden of Eden with God’s presence all around me.  

· It was such a rich time.  I hoped it would never end… but sitting there in the airport listening to the announcement signaling the delay for my return flight home… 

· I realized that not only have I come to the end of my rainbow… but there was no pot of gold to be found!

And yet, that reality didn’t need to take away from the rich time I just had with the Lord.  

· In other words, we should always treasure these “rainbow days” for what they are… gifts…

· Gifts that we can pull out of the closet on days or through seasons when God does seem more distant.

ORDINARY DAYS

While we all love the non-circumcision-type “rainbow days,” we all know that there are also seasons of our spiritual lives when we fall into a kind of maintenance mode… where life becomes routine.

· There aren’t any major crisis or problems… and yet there are no major gains or wins either. 

· During these ordinary seasons of life, we may feel a little bored… or in a kind of spiritual rut.  

· Even what we do in the church can seem a bit mechanical… lacking the enthusiasm that we once had.

When problems do come up through these more routine, ordinary seasons of life, our intuitive response may be to worry rather than pray. 

· When we get up, our thoughts will tend to gravitate not so much toward the Lord… but toward all the things we need to get done that day.

· When the kids run into your house with muddy sneakers, you probably wont enjoy the opportunity to recollect how you were when you were a kid!

During these ordinary seasons, God is very much still present on the pages of our life… and yet, we don’t often encounter Him, frankly, because we don’t even remember to look for Him.  

· In fact, we may not notice Him even if He was tapping us on the shoulder.

· In 1 Samuel we read about the days following Moses and Joshua… Pharaoh has long been defeated, the Ten Commandments and Mt. Sinai are old news…

· Joshua had already led Israel into the Promised Land and leftover manna is already a collector’s item up for sale on eBay.

· And so, with that as a backdrop, we’re told in 3:1 that, “In those days, the word of the Lord was rare.”  

· It wasn’t non-existent… but it wasn’t like it was when God was parting the Red Sea or the Jordon River.

You see, the people weren’t in a state of major rebellion… the tabernacle was still open for worship, prayers were still being made… and yet, it was a season marked by the unextraordinary.

· God was still present… but people aren’t thinking of Him as much as they did when they first arrived in this land flowing with milk and honey.

· The heavens may still be declaring the glory of God, but the people are half asleep sitting on their EZ-chairs surfing through the channels.

· It’s what some psychologists refer to as “habituation.”  

· In other words, when we’re introduced into a new environment, we’re intensely aware of it… but the awareness soon begins to fade. 

Well, one of the great challenges we face as believers is facing what might be called “spiritual habitation,” where we drift into spiritual auto pilot, hardly aware of what God is doing or saying as the days go by.

· It’s not that we’re falling apart… instead; we’re just doing ok.  But Jesus didn’t say, “I came that you might get by and do ok.”  

· You see, spiritual habituation is so dangerous because it sneaks up on us so slowly that we’re hardly aware of it.  

In Genesis 28:12, we read about how Jacob was running for his life after cheating his brother Esau out of his inheritance.  

· I mean, it was a good thing Jacob was running, because Esau, who was a fairly renowned hunter, wanted to kill him. 

· And so, one night… while some out in some fields in the middle of nowhere, Jacob falls asleep and has a dream. 

· And in this dream, he sees a ladder “resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.”   

· Then God says to Jacob, “I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and of Isaac…  I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go.”
And then, just blown away, Jacob responds, saying, “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I wasn’t aware of it. The Lord is in this place, and I didn’t know it.” 

· And so Jacob names that place “Beth-el,” which means “the House of God, the Place where God is Present,”
· Because it was there that Jacob discovered that God was closer than he had ever imagined.
· And yet, you read this and you wonder, “Why doesn’t God break into my ordinary day with a dream like that?”  
· “Why doesn’t He do things more often like this to remind me that He’s with me? Why doesn’t He just make every day a rainbow day?”
Maybe it’s because God wants us to learn to see Him in the ordinary rather than be dependent on the extraordinary.

· Maybe it’s because if God regularly satisfied our demand for special effects it would be like a father who inadvertently trains his children to pay attention only when he raises her voice.

· You see, maybe the reason God lowers His voice is so we will learn to pay attention to Him… not only when He’s got something big to say… 

· But even when He wants to whisper something as simple as “I love you” into your ear.

Perhaps our capacity to pay attention to God… like the capacity to lift weights or speak another language… only gets stronger when it gets exercised.

· In other words, maybe ordinary days aren’t “ordinary” at all, but are part of the required course to develop maturity in our lives…

· Maturity in our relationship with Him… the kind of maturity that would allow our relationship with Him to deepen and grow more intimate.

· William Barry writes, “Whether we are aware of it or not, at every moment of our existence we are encountering God… a God who’s trying to catch our attention, trying to draw us into a reciprocal conscious relationship.”
Guys, I wish I could tell you that there is an easy, rainbow-like way to connect with God and experience His voice and presence through the everyday moments of our lives.  

· I wish He would just pop us off an email or text message every few hours reminding us that He’s right here with us… 

· Truth is, He’d like to be doing a lot more than that… And yet He knows that we won’t grow in our relationship with Him that way.

· It’s just not always going to be that easy to find God on the daily pages of our lives… but that doesn’t mean He’s not there. 

· Even through the ordinary seasons of our walks with God, God makes this promise in Jeremiah 29:13;"You will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me with all your heart." 
Now that doesn’t mean that you will suddenly see rainbows in the sky.  But it does mean that if you take the time to seek after God, that you really will be able to discover that He is closer than you think.
· So, what does that mean? How do we seek Him like that?  
· Well, the answer to that can easily be a whole message in itself… though ultimately we seek after Him in two ways. 
· I think it simply begins with trusting Him enough to worship Him. You see, as we worship God, we often re-discover how extraordinary He is in spite of the ordinary season we may be experiencing.

We then need to take a few moments throughout our day to reflect on what God may have been saying to you through the various scenes of your day.

· You might just find that God was trying to get your attention when you saw the sun glittering off the snow… or when that person at work shared some of their struggles with you…

· You see, the more you review what God was wanting to say yesterday, the better we get at recognizing what He’s saying and doing in “real time.”

· And as we do that, we begin to discover those little rainbow moments that are present throughout the ordinary scenes of our everyday lives. 

DON’T LOOK AT ME DAYS

Beyond the rainbow days and ordinary seasons of life, there are times when, like Adam after the fall, we’re the ones who go into hiding. 

· But why? Why would we hide from a God we believe to be so gracious and good?  We spoke a lot about this during our Jonah series.

· You see, we hide from God because hiddeness is what a heart choosing to embrace sin will always choose for itself.

· Its why, whenever we find ourselves toying with sin, whether consciously or unconsciously, we will always offer up that simple prayer… “Don’t look at me, God.”  
When God called out to Adam in the Garden, he said, “I heard you in the garden and I was afraid… so I hid.  Don’t look at me, God.”
· We’ve all been there.  When you’re in the middle of that argument with your spouse… and you know you’ve crossed the line from frustration to anger… from discussion to yelling… 

· When you’re at your desk taking a test at school realizing that you can see the answers of the person next to you… the person who always gets the A’s in your class… 

· At some point as you choose to move closer to doing that thing you know is wrong, you’ll inevitably say that prayer… “God, Don’t look at me.”

And yet, as Adam ran behind those trees in order to hide from God, the reality was that while God could still see him… Adam could no longer see God.

· You see, sin always has the consequence of damaging our ability to perceive God in the present moment.  

· Every choice to sin, no matter how small, diminishes our capacity to experience God.

· But when we choose to embrace God’s mercy & forgiveness in the midst of our sin & shame, then suddenly we’re able to discover God on those pages of our lives all over again.

HIDDENNESS of GOD

Perhaps the hardest season to go through are those when no matter how hard and how long you have tried, you just can’t find Waldo on the scene of that book… when God seems to have gone completely AWOL.

· There are times when I’ve tried to pray… and yet it seemed as if my prayers were just bouncing off the walls and ceiling of my room.

· There have been times where I’ve needed God’s wisdom for an important decision… and yet heaven had nothing to say to me.

· There were times when I’ve cried out to God… needing His peace… and yet, even then, my cries seemed to just fall to the ground...

· Though, let me suggest that perhaps, even in His hiddenness, that God is still up to something.

I wonder if Martin Handford would have sold 40 million of his “Where’s Waldo” books if he had just put a 4-inch Waldo against the background of half-inch people.  

· It would be so obvious that people would miss what he was really trying to do when he first came up with the idea for the books… 

· Where kids could develop their capacity to observe what’s going on around them.

· Handford believed that, as long as you started off easy, the increasing difficulty of the task would increase our power of discernment…

You see, there might a reason behind the uncertainty… there may be some good that comes out of our having to “find” God.

· Truth is, if you consider all the most significant moments of personal growth in your life, probably many had some level of uncertainty attached to them… 

· because uncertainly can be a unique opportunity for growth.

· Let me ask you something.  Have you ever prayed, “God, I want to know you more… I want to walk more closely with you”?

Well, I’m not sure how you expected Him to answer that.  But as I shared earlier, if God only provided for us those Rainbow days…

· then we would never develop the kind of trust and strength and dependency on Him than we could through the ordinary and hiddenness seasons of our lives….

· Where God slowly takes away the props so that we can begin to grow true devotion that’s strong enough to carry on even when unaided by emotions.

You see, the subtleness of God allows people like you and I the capacity for choice that we would never have in the obvious presence of infinite power.

· It can be like driving behind a police car.  Of course, with the police car right next to you, you’ll never speed.  

· But not necessarily because your hearts are right in wanting to drive the speed limit… but because you don’t want to get pulled over.

· In other words, if God permitted us live each day of our life as a “Rainbow Day,” then we might never truly develop the kind of love relationship that God so passionately desires… 

· Because we’ll always be trying to do the right things without having cultivated the kind of heart the really longs to be intimate with Him.

God so passionately wants to be known… but not in a way that overwhelms us… not in a way that could lessen the possibility of the kind of love that is freely chosen.

· And yet, you never know when or where He’ll turn up… or whom He’ll speak through… or what unlikely scenario He’ll use for His purpose.

· You remember how several of Jesus’ followers were returning home on the Emmaus Road after the Crucifixion.  

· Jesus was walking right there with them… but they didn’t realize it was Jesus until a little later.

You remember how Mary Magdalene had been looking right at Jesus after the resurrection, and yet, she thought she was talking to the landscaping guy.

· You see, God is often present… though He often present in ways you may not recognize at first. 

· That’s why seeing the good in the ordinary and hiddenness seasons is such a critical spiritual discipline to learn. 

· In the end, those seasons where we sense God’s abiding presence with us are times of blessing, whereas those seasons of hiddeness are more a time of building.

· And if building… if walking with God in deeper friendship, trust, and intimacy is your goal… then you begin to realize that God’s blessings come whether you can sense His presence or not.

You know, when Jesus came into this world, He could have come in all His glory and power… 

· He could have come the first time, the way He’ll one day come the second time. 

· Instead, when Jesus came down to be with us… to be our Immanuel… we’re told in Isaiah that He had no “majesty,” that we should be attracted to Him… that He was a man “despised and rejected of men.”
When God came down, He chose to look ordinary… like you and me.  He came into poverty and worked in the construction industry pounding nails 8 hours a day.

· God was on every page… but no one recognized Him… Because everyone was expecting somebody who would provide Rainbow Days each and every day of their lives.

· And yet, as we continue this journey of discovery… to experience the presence of God through the everyday moments of our lives… just remember, that God shows up in all kinds of ways.

So, whether He is standing out on the page in front of you… or whether He seems impossible to find, the reality is that He really is Closer Than You Think.

· He closer than you think… doing more than you can imagine. So, the question is… whether you’re in the midst of a Rainbow day or an Ordinary day or a Hiddeness day…

· Will you worship Him? Will you trust that He’s with you? Will you look for Him in the unexpected places?  

This message is based from John Ortberg’s book, God is Closer than You Think, chapter 2.  I definitely encourage you to read this book… it’s a good one!
