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 God is Closer Than You Think, Part 1

God’s Great Desire, February 11, 2007

Intro from behind the stage:  Good morning… and Welcome to the Vineyard!  How is everyone out there?  If you can’t see me, I’m over here.  Can you hear me alright?  

· You know, it’s a little challenging trying to listen to someone who’s talking to you from so far away.

· And yet, I’m over here for a reason.  You see, for a lot of people, when they think about God, they think about Him as if He’s off in some galaxy far, far away.

The problem is that when we see God as so far off, it can make it pretty hard to really see Him and listen to Him and be with Him.  

· Guys… I think there’s a better way.  I think it’s possible to experience God right where we are… through the ordinary moments of our every day lives.  

· And so this morning, we’re going to begin a new series called God is Closer Than You Think… where we can learn to experience the closeness of God in a whole new way.  

· So, let me come a little closer so we can talk about it some more.

Back when I was 17 years old, my parents shocked my three older sisters by announcing that they were taking me for a two-week, three-country trip to Europe.

· Now, they where shocked and mad because none of them had ever been overseas… so why in the world were they taking me… the youngest?!

· It’s pretty funny… because you can sort of trace my father’s growing success in business by looking at where he took us on vacation.

· My oldest sister, Donna, for example, never made it past Washington DC while some years later my sister Kim could at least enjoy the simple pleasures of Wildwood Crest.  

· Then…  sometime in the mid-70’s things started to move a bit… when my mom and dad got my other sister Marilyn, and I, in the station wagon and drove us down to Florida. 

· Things were improving, though air-travel was still a few years away! 

But when it was announced that I was being taken to Europe… they all felt a bit cheated.  But come on… I was the youngest… it was right that as the youngest and only boy in the family, I’d be given this unique opportunity.

· We spent our first days touring around Rome.  But the best part of the trip was our time at the Sistine Chapel.  

· Now, if you’ve ever seen inside the Sistine chapel, running down the center of the ceiling are nine huge panels… each depicting another scene from the early pages of Genesis.

· But of those nine huge frescos, the most powerful is Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam. [slide]  

Just look at this painting… look at how the figure of God here twists His body, stretching every muscle, in order to reach out to Adam.  

· Look at how His head is turned toward him… how his gaze is perfectly fixed on him.

· I love how God is rushing toward Adam on a cloud surrounded by His angels.  

· I love how, in spite of the magnificence of His creation, it’s as if God’s entire being is wrapped up in His impatient desire to close the gap between Himself and humanity.

But you look at this painting and you realize that God isn’t reaching out in order to create Adam.  He’s already there… he’s been given physical life… his eyes are open… he’s conscious.

· Adam’s not receiving the breath of life here… instead; he’s being invited into an intimate life with God… a life of being with God.

· Michelangelo’s painting here seems to convey God’s passionate determination to reach out to and be with the crown jewel of His creation.  

And yet, look at Adam… his arm is only partially extended toward God… his body is reclined back as if he’s somehow lost interest in making that connection… 

· Or perhaps he’s lost sight of God’s presence with Him… and has begun to pull away.  

· And yet God is right there… all he has to do is just lift up his finger.  

· He doesn’t even need to stretch out his arm… God has already done that.  He just has to lift up his finger….

· To touch the hand of God and experience His nearness in his life, all Adam has to do is lift up his finger.

This painting has stood for five hundred years… there to remind us of God’s great desire to be with humanity… His most precious creation.  

· It’s there to remind us that God is closer than we think… 

· that He can be found not simply within these four walls of our churches but in your cubicles at work or kitchen at home… at your kid’s day care center or school library.

· So let me ask you… how many of you would be willing to engage in a journey of discovery over the next four weeks that could set you on a course of experiencing God more and more in the everyday moments of life?
· If so, then I believe that deep in your heart you really will discover that God is closer than you think.
Now… for some of us this will mean a course correction in our spiritual journey. Somewhere in the past we started to spiritually drift away from the vibrant relationship with God that we once knew. 

· For others it’s going to be a season of discovery. 
· Maybe you’ve never been close to God—but you’ve desperately wanted to have a closer relationship with him. 
· It could be that your relationship with God is perking along just fine. But because of your closeness to God there is an inner drive to be even closer—for prayer to be more personal, for a sharper awareness of his activity in and around you. 
· Wherever you are on your spiritual journey… I believe that through the next four weeks we really can grow closer in our relationship with God.  [PRAY]
Earlier in the week I read about a little girl, around 3-1/2-years-old, who was playing with her baby brother right before church was about to start.  
· Apparently, the little girl was going over some ground rules for life. 

· She kept saying to her little brother over and over again, “Obey God. You must obey God. You’ve got to obey God.  I want you to obey God.” 

· So then she said, “Let’s play… You be the Christian… and I’ll be God.”  
Now you’ve to admit… that’s a dangerous game to play… and yet, I’m going to ask you to put yourself in God’s place for just a moment, only a moment, and ask yourself this question:  
· Given all the grief and pain that it caused him, why do you think God created the human race? I mean, what does God get out of all of this? 
· Well… if you remember, we answered that just two weeks ago as we looked at God’s heart to give birth to a people with whom He could dwell in intimacy.
We saw that, unlike the rest of the creation story where we see God creating by means of a mere thought from his throne in heaven… 
· when it comes to his giving birth to humanity, it says that He placed within them His very image… 
· That He breathed His very breath into them… that He fashioned them with His hands. 
· It’s why David says, in Psalm 139:14 that we were “fearfully and wonderfully made”… created to dwell with Him in intimate friendship and worship.
And yet, in spite of this, people often picture Adam walking around the Garden while God lived in some distant place. But it was not that way. 
· In fact, we’re given the incredible picture in Genesis 2 of God and Adam walking together in the Garden of Eden. They hung out together.  

· When Adam worked, God was right there.   When Adam named the animals, God was right there.  

· The text says, “Whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name.”  

· God would say, “Adam, that’s a good name.  You’re a good namer.”  

· When Eve was created and Adam first saw her, God was right there. 

· And Adam would have said to God, “God, nice job on the woman… thanks a lot!” 

Adam and God were, among other things, inseparable friends.  Whatever Adam did, he did with God. Wherever Adam went, he went with God.  
· Whatever Adam thought, he thought with God.  Whatever Adam felt, he felt with God… 
· Until the Fall… until sin entered the human experience.
· This is the great tragedy of sin. After the Fall, God comes to the garden to walk in the cool of the day. 
· Only this time when God comes, Adam is not there.  God asks, “Adam, where are you?”  
· Adam says, “I heard you in the garden.  I knew you were there, and I was afraid of you, so I hid from you.” 
· God wanted to be with his friend Adam, but Adam no longer wanted to be with God.  

Can you imagine how that broke God’s heart? Any of you who have experienced that kind of rejection and abandonment know how painful it is. 

· You’ve experienced the pain of seeing that person… and yet… as much as you’ve shared so many amazing moments together, they treat you as though you’ve been the worst of enemies rather than the best of friends.

· And yet, God doesn’t give up… He still wanted to be with people… 

· So He would initiate with Adam’s descendents... always desiring that intimate friendship He and Adam once had before the fall.

And every once in a while, one of those descendents would get it.  You can tell this in the Bible, because you will see it said of somebody that, “They walked with God...”  

· For example, the Bible says of one of Adam’s descendents, Enoch, “And Enoch walked with God.”  
· Then it says of Noah…a more familiar name…“And Noah walked with God.” 
You see, every once in a while, somebody would get it.  But mostly they didn’t. Most of the people hid from God the way Adam and Eve hid from him behind the trees. 
· We see this in Exodus 33 where God has Moses set up the Tent of Meeting, where anyone can come and be with Him.  

· And yet, we’re told that, with the sole exception of Joshua, the people of Israel were content to just let Moses go in. 

· All God wanted was to walk again in the intimacy of the Garden.  He wanted to be with us.

You see, for some, the central promise of the Bible is, “I will forgive you.” And yet, as much as it is God’s heart to forgive us, the most frequent promise in the Bible is, “I will be with you.”

· In other words, the reason God is so passionate about extending forgiveness to us is because of his passion to be with us… 

· and more than anything else, sin is what gets in the way of that.

· This promise of God… to be with us… was made to Adam, Noah, Abraham and Sarah… to Jacob and Joseph and Moses and Mary and Paul…

· “Do not be afraid...” Why? “For the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

How was it that David would walk through the valley of the shadow of death?  It was because of God’s promise to him… “For You are with me.”
· Even when the hearts of the Israelites had turned from God, the Lord said, in Isaiah 65:1, “I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me… To a nation that did not call on my name I said, “here I am, here I am!”
· And yet, the simple truth of the matter is that most people didn’t want to be with him. And so, they hid. 

· And so, to get their attention, sometimes God would do surprising things to teach people about being with him. 

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.”
· Then Jacob has this remarkable response.  Look at what Jacob says. “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.”  He got it! 
For so long, Jacob was hiding… and so he lived his life feeling more and more distant from God.
· But God steps into his inner hiding place and, in his dreams, reminds Jacob that His presence was already with him…
· So he says, “Surely the Lord is in this place… but I wasn’t aware of 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.
· It was there that Jacob experienced the outstretched, inviting hand of God… and it was there that he lifted his finger and touched the hand of God.
Later on when Israel was led out of Egypt, the text says that God went to be with his people to free them from slavery.  

· He took the form of a pillar of cloud by day and fire by night so that they’d know that he was with them. 

· It’s as if God was crying out, “I want to be with you. I just want to hang out with you. I’ll be with you in the garden.  I’ll be with you in the flood. I’ll be with you if you’re in prison, in slavery in Egypt, in the wilderness, in the Promised Land.  I just want to be with you.  I want you to know life with me.”  
Moses came to prize this life with God so much that in a very extraordinary passage, just after the Israelites get the Ten Commandments, God says to Moses, 

· “You can lead the people now out of this wilderness into the promise land…”  I’ll have one of My angels lead you there. 
· Moses says to God, “What? One of your angels?  No, no, no… If your presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here.”

· In other words, Moses is saying, “God, I’d rather live with You in this wilderness, in this poverty-stricken, parched land, than in the promise land without you.” 
On and on, all through the Bible, this theme runs until finally God wants to be with his people so badly He comes up with a really outlandish idea.  
· It’s as if God says to the angels, “I just can’t stand it anymore.  I’m going down there myself.  I’m just going to go on down.” 
· You can imagine the angels saying, “You can’t do that.”  “He can’t do that.” “How’s he going to do that?” 
· But he does. He comes down in the middle of the night when no one is watching, and is born in a manger.  
· He grows up in this little, obscure town and gets a job in a carpentry shop pounding nails eight hours a day just so he could be with these people.  
· Jesus is given a special name, the name “Immanuel.”  Do you know what the name Emmanuel means? “God with us.” 
In fact, I believe a central theme of the Bible could be called the “Immanuel Principle.” The Immanuel Principle is God’s constant desire that we should be in every aspect a dwelling place for him. 
· At the end of his ministry Jesus confirmed this when he said: “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20) 
· When you asked Jesus to be your leader and forgiver, God sent his Spirit into your life to always be with you. 

· Your body really is a temple of the Holy Spirit. Think about it: you can be Beth-el, the house of God. 

· It’s like God is saying: “I just want to be with you.” 
It’s what He’s been doing all that he’s been doing through history. It is so central that in the last book of the Bible, the Book of Revelation, it says that when God sets everything right, the fulfillment of human existence will be described with these words.  
· “I heard a loud shout from the throne saying, ‘Look, the home of God is now among His people!  He will live with them, and they will be His people.  God Himself will be with them.” (Rev.21:3)

· You see, from Genesis 1 through Revelations 22, we see one unfolding drama at work… and that is the Father’s pursuit of us… 
· To restore us back into the intimacy of the Garden where He can dwell with us, where He can BE WITH us, as He once had with Adam.
· *You see, the story of the Bible isn’t about the desire of people to be with God:  it’s the desire of God to be with His people… it’s about the desire of God to be with you.*

John Ortberg tells a story about a flight he had taken once.  The guy he was sitting next to was a fairly polished professional… though the screen saver on his laptop showed off a little boy apparently taking his first steps.

· So he asked the guy, “Is that your son?”  Well… asking that little question turned out to be a big mistake.  

· Turned out that the little boy was his only son… a boy named Adam… and yes… that picture was taken a few months earlier while taking his first few steps.

The man went on describing in detail how Adam had not only taken his first step, but uttered his first word… as though the kid invented locomotion and speech.

· Of course, the man pulled out his Palm Pilot with more recent pictures of Adam.  

· Then he went back to his computer showing him a whole other string of pictures with Adam doing things that, in his mind, no other kid in the world at his age could do.  

· Ortberg and everyone else sitting around him, got a graduate course in Adamology.

“I can’t wait to get home to him,” the man said.  “In the meantime, I’ve just been looking at this pictures… they never get old to me.” 

· But honestly… why was the man so preoccupied with Adam?  Was it because the boy’s achievements really were so impressive?  

· Not at all.  Millions of kids learned to do the same things every day.

· The man was preoccupied with Adam because he looked at him through the eyes of a father.

· “You obviously miss your son,” he said.  “How long have you been away?”  “Since yesterday,” he said!

· And so, there he was, rushing back home… flying through the clouds… determined to be with his child.  He didn’t simply want to love his son from a distance.  He wanted to be with him.

You see, guys… that’s how God sees you.  The tiniest details of our lives never grow old to Him.  

· He is filled with wonder at our faltering steps and stammering words… not because we do them better than anyone else… but because he sees them through the eyes of a loving Father.

· And so God walks around heaven… boring the life out of his angels with all His pictures of you.

· But it’s not enough for Him to love us from a distance… so He rushes [show pic of Creation of Adam] through the clouds of heaven with His gaze perfectly fixed on us…

· Reaching out His hand… stretching every muscle… just to be closer to you.

And so, as we continue on in this journey over the next four weeks, remember that God’s hand is always outstretched toward you… and that He is always near.

· And that we really can experience him, just as Jacob did, in the ordinary places and moment of life… 
· whether it’s at work, or school, or at home… wherever you happen to be.
· You see, guys, so much of spiritual growth has to do with our discovering  the nearness of God and learning to simply “BE WITH” Him through the ordinary moments of our lives…
· Realizing in a whole new way that He really is closer than you think.
