5

Passion for His Presence

3/7/04
I was speaking with a friend of mine earlier in the week about our church. And he asked me how long ago we started our church.  For whatever reason, it seems much longer than this… but we are only 2.5 years old!  
-
He asked me what drives us as a church… what our “thing” is!  I have to say that the answer spilled right out… that our deepest desire is to build a church that is passionate about the Father’s presence!
-
Yes… I believe God has called us to be a church committed to living beyond these walls… but our calling first and foremost, is worship… and with that, a passion for His presence.

When thinking about this all week long, I kept coming back to a story in Exodus 33.  It illustrates so well what God has called us to be… as Worshippers of God and Rescuers of Men.

-
While you’re turning to it, let me paint for you the scene that we’re in.

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

-
And not only do they get to witness God’s incredible power in setting them free… not to mention the parting of the Red Sea… but now, 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.

-
It wouldn’t take Moses very long to discover that this journey… between where they were and that land flowing with milk and honey…would not be easy.  

Now, in Exodus 33, Moses has just come down from Mt. Sinai for the first time after receiving the law.  But when he returned, he found his people worshipping a golden calf.

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

-
So, he cries out to God in verse 12, “God, you’ve called me to lead your people wonderful place… but how in the world will we ever get there?   Who will help me?  Look at where we’re at down there!”
-
It must have been overwhelming for Moses.  How could he do what God’s called him to do?

Then God speaks to Moses, in verse 14, “My presence will go with you.”
· That’s just what Moses needed to hear.  
· Moses says to God, in vs 14&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!”

· Moses got it.  He understood that God’s presence is our daily bread. It’s what gives us life.
· When I think of us as a church, there is really only one thing we need to long for… His presence. 
Nearly every Sunday morning, as I’m praying for our service, I pray out to God… “I know this morning isn’t about my sermon… it’s not about the worship the musicians lead us in… its about You, Lord.  It’s your presence we want this morning… nothing else.”

-
Just like Moses prayed, “If Your presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here”, 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.
-
Rather, what brings value to this church is the Father’s Presence.
-
It doesn’t matter how large we get, the truth is that without His presence, we will never be effective.

· Even as I was writing this, I was crying out to God, “God… I’d rather be a church of 20 living in Your presence than a church of a 1000 doing things in our own strength.”
I was reading through 1 Peter recently and was again struck by 5:2 where Paul admonishes the pastors to “care for God’s flock which He has entrusted to you.”
· You know that word, “pastor”, is the word for “shepherd”.  From that passage and from experience, I know two things… 1.  That this is God’s flock, not mine.  And 2. what he has entrusted to the shepherd is the responsibility of leading the flock to the water… and that is Jesus.

· My job isn’t to lead you to me… God help you!  That’s why I’m not big into titles. I can’t bring life… but I lead the way… always inviting you to come with me.
· There’s nothing more important to me in my life than to live in His Presence and to help lead the people around me there as well.
· I’m so glad God’s called me to be the pastor of this church… but honestly, if He would have called me to be the janitor, I would be the janitor… and I’d gladly be doing the same thing.
-
Without God’s presence, we have nothing… and without His presence, we will never be able to truly impact anyone.

Even Moses says in vs 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 them, beyond Dr. Phil or Oprah could offer, if thru our ministry we couldn’t invite them into the presence of God?

When I think about Moses and all his strengths as a leader, what gets my attention more than anything is his love for the Father’s presence.

· I read this story and say, God, I want to be more like that!

· Whenever Israel would stop and pitch their tents, Moses would set up a tent outside the camp, called the "Tent of Meeting".

· We read about this in verse 7-11
· Anyone could have come and met with the Lord in that place... but we read that they pretty much left that up to Moses.  

· The people chose to live out their relationship with God through Moses... but God was inviting them all into His presence 

Actually, there was one person, who, like Moses, not only went to the tent of meeting but never wanted to leave... that was 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.

· God values, above any other thing, our heart for His presence.  
· Isn’t it interesting, then, that the first thing Adam and Eve did after they sinned was to hide from His presence?
· That’s why God writes in Isaiah… “Don’t give me your sacrifices… what I want is you.”
What will make us effective as a church and as individuals within the church isn’t so much the skills and talents that we bring to the table.  
· The people God chose to lead, like Moses, Joshua, and David, were people whose passion was His presence!

· You see, God will not use us as a congregation to bless this region because of our cleverness or our programs… But He will work powerfully through people whose passion is His presence.
· 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.

· And to that degree will we be able to minister His love and life to the people around us.

Carol Wimber was once asked what she felt was the "secret" of the Vineyard's growth over the past 20 years.  From 30 people in their living room 25 years ago to over 1200 churches in nearly 80 nations, there was only one answer she could give.

· His presence.

· That first year, with a simple passion to know Him more and more each day,1000s came to Christ and 1000s were baptized.  But the key had nothing to do with programs or strategy... it was about His presence.

· It was like this in Central Asia… our focus was Him… and we saw the fruit of it!

This church was built on this foundation.  Far more than anything we can do in and of ourselves, what I dream of is a community of people who are passionate about Him... passionate about finding their home, their rest, in His presence.

· I’m so excited about how this is taking shape in us as a church.

· It still amazes me how, day after day, when I come home… how my kids run up to me and get excited “to be in my presence” again (except if their watching TV).

· 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.

· Again… 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 ambition but a desire to see others come into His presence... that which we value above all other things.

· And I know, if we keep our hearts in the right place, that will happen. Jesus said that He will built His church... growth is His business... worship is ours.

In 2nd Chronicles 5, we read about how the priests were worshipping the Lord… and as they were doing that, God’s presence fell on them, to the point that they fell on their knees.

· They put their faces to the ground and praised Him saying, “He is good and His love endures forever.”

· It’s in this context that the Lord spoke to them saying, “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.”

· He said that if we humble ourselves and seek His face… then He will come to heal and restore.

· You see, over and over again, God shows us what it is He truly values.  It isn’t our programs and our religious zeal… it’s our passion for Him… that passion to seek His face in worship.

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

· Moses then says, in verse 18, "Now show me Your glory!"
· In just a short period of time, Moses had seen the Lord part the Red Sea... He had seen the Lord deliver Israel... you would have thought that in Moses' mind, He already saw God's glory.

· But the glory Moses wanted was so much more than those outward miracles… you see, Moses wanted to see God… He wanted to be wrapped up in God’s embrace.
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.  

· You see, what Moses was saying to God was, "Lord, I want your footprint in my life... I want who You are to make an eternal impression on my life"

· It was this heart... that caused God to call Moses a "friend of God".

· God's deepest desire is for all of us to share Moses' hunger for Him.  

Remember… Moses could have been the Prince of Egypt... but compared to God's presence... any earthly ambition meant nothing.

· The NT word for glory is Doxa, which can be defined as beauty.  
· The idea of weight & beauty together express what Moses was crying out for.  

· It is what David was hungering for when he wrote in Ps. 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."

Moses didn't just want the promise of God's presence... He wanted the reality of God's presence to change Him.  That's why he says to God, in vs 13, "If you are pleased with me, teach me your ways that I may know You more!"

· He wanted to know God more!
· Moses had seen God's glorious works... but the glory he really longed for was God Himself.  

· In John 17:24, Jesus prayed, "Father, I want those you have given me... to see my glory."
· If we can understand and get a hold of Moses' heart, we'd never be the same again... as individuals... and as a church.
· 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.

In Psalm 27:8, God calls to David saying, “Seek My face”.  The simplicity of David’s response has always touched me.  He says, “with all my heart, O Lord, Your face will I seek.”
· 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 welcome… a community of people whose greatest priority is loving Him, not serving Him.

· One of the passages of Scripture that struck me early on is Isaiah 66… “Heaven is My throne and earth is my footstool. Who will build a house for me?”

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

· The Spirit is here this morning to strike that match in you again!  He’s inviting YOU just as He had invited David… “Seek My Face”.
· How will we respond?

Closing Prayer

Much of this message addressed us corporately as a church.  But it is for each of us as individuals as well.  

· We know that God created us for intimacy with Him… and from the moment each of us were born, He has been pursuing us… inviting us… into His presence.

· Maybe you haven’t felt a hunger for God’s presence for some time.   All you need to do this morning is open the door of your heart… even if its just a crack.  

In the Song of Solomon, chapter 2, the Bridegroom invites his bride to come to him, saying, “Arise, my darling, my beautiful one, and come to me.”    

· He’s inviting you to come back to that place of intimacy.

· The bride responds, “My beloved is mine and I am his.”  
· In the next chapter, the bride has a dream that she had b/c separated from her bridegroom and writes, “on my bed night after night I sought him whom my soul loves.”  

· Then, from a distance, the bridegroom approaches saying, “You are altogether lovely, how beautiful is your love to me.”  
· The Lord is looking at you and says, “you have stolen my heart”.  “How beautiful is your love.”  
· And so, He invites you saying… “Arise my darling, my beautiful one, and come to me.”  

