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 Passion for His Presence

1/7/06

I don’t about you, but the simple fact that we’re here this morning on the first Sunday of the New Year, really is a big deal to me.  

· Because, in spite of the hyper-busyness of the season, going into the New Year often brings me into a very reflective place where I not only consider the year that’s just passed by… 

· But where I look forward with real optimism to all I believe God has for us here as a Vineyard church.

· In fact, over the past two or three weeks, I’ve been thinking so much about all the dreams God has given us… and with that, I began reflecting on what it was He originally put on our hearts when He first called us to plant this church.

I remember driving down Route 80 hearing so strongly in my heart those words God spoke to Isaiah in Isaiah 66 where He said, “"Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. Where is the house you will build for me? Where will my resting place be?”
· I started to cry… I said, “God, what if no one comes?” He said, “Then you and Joyce will worship Me together.”  

· It’s hard to describe how I felt in that moment… words like scared and overwhelmed would just get me started.  

· All I knew was that I started crying even harder and had to pull over to the side of the road where I just worshipped Him with my hands in the air.

· It was so unmistakable… that way above anything else, what God was calling us to be as a church was a “Resting Place” for His presence…

· A “Home” where God could enjoy His children in intimacy… and a home where we could enjoy Him and worship Him in His presence.

You know, almost from the very moment God called us to plant this church, He also began stirring inside of us a vision for reaching the world around us with His love.

· And even today, with all of my heart, I totally believe that our church will be able to make a significant difference in the lives of people throughout our region and the world… 

· And yet, I also know, that no matter how impactful our accomplishments may be, I know that we can only be successful to the degree that we’ve remained utterly committed to living lives of intimacy with Him in His presence.

And so, this morning, I’d like to begin a new series called CHURCH 360o where, from different vantage points, we can look at what it is that we’ve been called to be as His church…

· And I’d like to begin this morning by looking at that ultimate calling that God has placed on us as a community… to be a people of His presence.

· As I’ve been thinking about all of this over the past few weeks, I keep coming back to a story in Exodus 33… a story that illustrates so well what God has called us to be as Worshippers of God and Rescuers of Men.

· So, If you have your Bibles, go ahead and turn to Exodus 33:12… and, as you’re turning there, let me just paint for you the scene we’re looking at here in this passage.

Moses has just led the Israelites out of their captivity in Egypt… for the first time in their lives, they are completely free!  

· In fact, in Exodus 15, we see the people of Israel crying out to God in thanksgiving: 
· “I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously… he has given me victory… 6"Your right hand, O LORD, is glorious in power…  7In the greatness of your majesty, you overthrow those who rise against you… 12You raised your right hand, and the earth swallowed our enemies. 13With your unfailing love you lead the people you have redeemed. 18The Lord will reign forever and ever!”
· And not only did the people of Israel get to witness one of the greatest miracles of history, the parting of the Red Sea, but God tells them that He is going to lead them to that land He had promised to Abraham… that land flowing with milk and honey.

But then, while Moses was meeting with God up at Mt. Sinai, the people began to get frustrated… and decided to forge a golden calf that could lead them the rest of the way toward the Promised Land.

· Can you imagine how Moses must have felt in Exodus 32 as he came down from Mt. Sinai for the first time after receiving the law... only to find his people worshipping this golden calf?

-
He was so angry that he threw the 10 commandments down and broke the two tablets God had given them.

· Can you imagine how overwhelmed he must have felt?  I mean, how would he ever be able to lead this nation of people hundreds of miles through the desert?

But it gets worse.  In chapter 33:3 God says, “Go up to this land that flows with milk and honey.  But I will not travel among you, for you are a stubborn and rebellious people…”

· What? You’re not coming with us? But God… it’s You that I want… what do you mean you’re not coming with us?
· Moses says to God in verse 12, “You have been telling me, ‘Take these people up to the Promised Land.’  But You haven’t told me whom you will send with me. You have told me, ‘I know you by name, and I look favorably on you.’  If it is true that you look favorably on me, then show me your ways that I might know you…”  
You see, the only thing Moses wanted in return for God looking favorably toward him was more of God.  Moses wasn’t interested in riches… He was interested in God… He wanted to know God more… more than ever before.
· And so, he cries out again in 34:9 and says,  “O Lord, if it is true that I have found favor with you, then please come with us. Yes, this is a stubborn and rebellious people, but please forgive our iniquity and our sins. Claim us as your own special possession.”
· “Oh God, we’re a mess… but we’re Your people… don’t ever leave us God… please go with us… we can’t live without Your presence.”

· You see, Moses understood God’s holiness… He understood God’s anger toward Israel.  
· And yet, he cries out to God for His mercy as well… but not just that God would have mercy on this stubborn and rebellious people… but that He would continue to see them as His own special possession… as His own special people.
So then, in verse 14, God speaks to Moses. There’s so much He could have said… Israel had been so blatant in their sin against Him… but in seeing the cry in Moses’ heart, God says,  “My presence will go with you.”
· I can hardly imagine Moses’ reaction… with a solemn and thankful heart, Moses says to God, in verse 15,  “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here.”
· “That land flowing with milk and honey means nothing to me, if it means not having You, God.  So, if You’re not going with us, keep us in this desert… at least I know you are here!”

· You see, the promise Moses hungered after in His life wasn’t the promise of land… even land flowing with milk and honey.  
· Instead, the only promise Moses was holding God to was the promise of His presence… It was the only thing that really mattered to Moses…
· It’s why we read in verse 11 that “Inside the Tent of Meeting, the Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend.”

Guys… I believe that God has so much good in store for us as a church… I believe we will be able to make a difference in so many people’s lives over the next number of years.
· But as we begin this year, I want you to know that, as your pastor, there is really only one thing I ultimately long for, for us as a congregation… and that is His presence in our midst.
· God has called us to be a people… a community… of His presence.  And so, let’s make Moses’ prayer our own as we start this New Year…

· “God… if Your presence does not go with us, then don’t lead us up from here. We’d rather stay here with You then grow to a thousand people in a beautiful new building without you.”
Nearly every Sunday morning, as we’re praying for our service, we pray out to God… “I know this morning isn’t about the sermon… it’s not about the worship… its just about You, Lord.  It’s your presence we want this morning… nothing else.”

· I have heard Conrad pray so many times, “God, this isn’t about us… it’s about You… Your presence… Come Lord… make your home in this place this morning.”
· I say all that b/c I want you to understand that our greatest value as a church will never be found in the things we can accomplish as a church…
· Instead, what brings value to this church is the Father’s Presence. 
· It doesn’t matter how large we get… without His presence, we will never be effective.  
· Without His presence, no matter what we’re able to accomplish, we will never be successful… we will never be the church God created and intended us to be.
Even Moses says in verse 16, “Unless you go with us… what will distinguish us from all the other people on the face of the earth?”

· Without God’s presence, what makes us different than any other institution?  Without God’s presence, what is there to set us apart from other religions?

· What will make us different from the “be a good person” philosophy out there?  

· What could we possibly offer the world out there if thru our ministry we couldn’t invite them into the presence of God?

· I honestly do hope that the messages and worship here can be a blessing to those who come.  And yet, I know that ultimately, the only thing of true value we have to offer the world out there is Jesus.

I’ll be honest… there are times when that simple truth can get away from me… where I find myself thinking more about growing this church numerically than I do about fanning the flame of passion for the Father’s presence.
· And yet, I have to tell you, God is so gracious in that every time I get to that place, He always seems to just put His arms around like a Father would talk to his little boy…
· And remind me that His calling on me as a pastor is to shepherd His flock… to lead the way toward the Living Water of His presence.
· That’s why this story of Moses means so much to me… because through it, we’re able to look into the heart of a leader who’s greatest ambition was to know God more and to live his life in the Father’s presence.
· We see passion expressed in verses 7-11.  Read.
Whenever Israel would stop and pitch their tents, Moses would set up a tent outside the camp, called the "Tent of Meeting" where anyone could go to pray and worship God.

· Anyone could have come and met with the Lord in that place... In fact, in Exodus 19:5-6, God said to Israel, “you will be My own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”
· But instead of being who God made them to be as priests… they simply chose to live out their relationship with God through Moses… choosing instead to worship God from a distance.

· And yet, there was actually one person, who, like Moses, not only went to the tent of meeting but never wanted to leave... and that was a young man named Joshua.

· Joshua got it.  He had such a heart for God's presence... so its no surprise that He was the one God chose to lead Israel after Moses.

You see, God values, above any other thing, our heart for His presence.  And so, what will make us effective as a church and as individuals within the church aren’t so much the skills and talents that we bring to the table… but our commitment to and passion for the Father’s presence.

· You see, the people whom God chose as leaders over Israel… people like Moses, Joshua, and David… were those whose passion was His presence.

· Just look at David’s heart when he wrote in Psalm 27, "One thing I have asked from the Lord, that I shall seek.  That I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life... to behold the beauty of the Lord and to meditate in His temple."
· To the degree that we are passionate about His presence... committed to worshipping Him, not simply with our songs but with our lives, to that degree will we experience the kind of intimacy with Him that we were created for as a church and as individuals.

I think about God’s promise to Moses.  You know, most people would have been content with God's promise that He would go with them.  But Moses wanted even more than that.  

· Talk about pushing the envelope!  Just after God affirms Moses and promises to go with them to the Promised Land, Moses then says, in verse 18, "Now show me Your glory!"
· It wasn’t long ago that Moses had seen the Lord part the Red Sea... He had seen the Lord deliver Israel... you would have thought that, to Moses, He had already seen God's glory.

· But the glory Moses wanted was so much more than those outward miracles.

· He had already seen God's glorious works... but the glory he really longed for was God Himself.  

The Hebrew word for glory in the OT is Kabod... it literally means "weight"... the kind of weight that leaves an impression on those who are touched by it.  Such as a man's weight pressed into the sand while walking on the beach.  

· When Moses stood before the burning bush of God’s glory at Mt. Sinai, he left completely changed… he was touched by the weight of God.  

· The NT word for glory is "doxa" which can be defined as beauty.  

· I believe that for Moses, the ultimate reality of God’s glory was to see the beauty of God’s face.  

· In other words, to see His glory was to somehow see His face.

· And yet, in verse 20, God tells Moses “You can not see My face, for no man can see Me and live.”
But, because God knew Moses’ heart to know Him more… to live in His presence… to experience the glory of God in his life… the Lord offers the very next best thing.

· After Moses asks God to show him His glory, God says in verses 19-23, “I will make all my goodness pass before you, and I will call out my name, Yahweh, before you… But you may not look directly at my face, for no one can see me and live.’  The Lord continued, ‘Look, stand near me on this rock.  As my glorious presence passes by, I will hide you in the crevice of the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by.  Then I will remove my hand and let you see me from behind.  But my face will not be seen.”
· Guys… do you see God’s heart here to be known by us?  

· Do you see how pleased God is to reveal Himself to those whose passion is His presence?

· You need to understand that this isn’t simply Moses’ story… it can be our story as well… as we regularly cry out to God as Moses did… to know Him more…

· “Show me Your ways that I may know You…  Show me Your glory… Go with us, Lord… We need Your presence God.”

Carol Wimber was asked a number of years ago what she felt was the "secret" of the Vineyard's growth.  From 30 people in their living room 25 years ago to over 1200 churches in 70 nations, there was only one answer she could give… His presence.
· This church was built on His presence.  Far more than anything we can accomplish with our own hands, what I dream of is a community of people who are passionate about Him... passionate about finding their home, their rest, in His presence.

· At the end of the day, that is the only legacy I want for us as a church... to have been a church utterly in love with Him... passionate about His presence... committed to worshipping God with everything we have.

Does that mean that I’m not passionate about how we can impact our region?  Of course not… but what drives that passion isn’t about my own ambitions but a desire to see others come into His presence.

· And I know that will happen. Jesus said that He will built His church... You see, growth is His business... worship is ours.

· Maybe you’re heart has been aching to see more of God’s power released in your life and in the life of the church… maybe you’re aching to see more people healed and set free.  I’m glad for that!
· But even before being a community, who longs for the power of God to break into our lives, let’s be a community whose passion is knowing Him in His presence.
· Because I’ll tell you… where God’s presence is, you’ll always find His power as well… His power to heal, to give new life, and to see captives set free.
I know that there are some of you here this morning who had at one time really enjoyed intimacy with God... who, at one time, had been passionate about His presence... but now you're just getting by... just trying to make it through life in one piece.  

· But know that nothing in this world will satisfy like His presence.

· Just take all I have and multiply it by a 1000... and throw it all into a bucket.  All of that could not compare to just one drop of the Father's presence.

· I can't tell you how many times I've just found myself tired... physically and spiritually.  

· And yet, for every time that I've chosen to get myself back in to His presence... it’s been that many times that I’ve found rest, peace, and joy all over again.

It's God's heart to reveal His glory... to make that impression in us as we behold Him in His presence. 

· In John 17:24, Jesus prayed, "Father, I want those you have given me... to see my glory."
· You see, Jesus is making a promise that we will, one day behold His glory as we look Him in the face.

· And then, in this incredible picture of our futures in heaven, we’re told in Revelations 22:3-4, “No longer will there be a curse upon anything. For the throne of God and of the Lamb will be there, and his servants will worship him. And they will see his face, and his name will be written on their foreheads.”
· That’s God’s promise to us… the same God who was there with Moses so long ago… is here with us today… inviting us, calling us into His presence. 

· The Spirit is here this morning to strike that match in you again!

God has given us a vision as a church to reach our region and the world.  But He’s put on us a calling far deeper than that.  

· He’s called us to build Him a house… a place where His presence is always welcomed and prized… 

· To be a community of people who would rather live in the desert with God than in lands flowing with milk and honey without Him

· Well, that’s our heart…it’s our calling.  To value His presence above all anything else.

I love God’s invitation to David in Psalm 27:8, where he simply says, “Seek My face”.  And so, David says, “With all my heart, O Lord, Your face will I seek.”
· It’s God invitation… His calling to you this morning… 

· “Will you seek My face?  Will you seek My glory in your life?  Will you make My presence your home?” 

· To us as a church, I believe God is calling us this morning to make Him our prize… to live in the purposes for which He ultimately called us to… to be His “resting place…” His home.

· As we walk through these next 12 months, my heart is that we grow as a community, that we will find ourselves in a new building, that we will have touched the lives of hundreds of people through our ministries and outreaches.

· But the first question we’ll ask one year from now is, “have we grown as a people of His presence?” 

Prayer

