

        

            

                

            

        




	



What Others Are Saying


	 


	“The Visible Presence is food for spiritual growth based on newly compiled research about the shadows of Christ in the Bible from start to finish. Every Bible student and teacher will benefit from John’s fresh, crisp writing style, exegetical excellence, and personal reflection.” 


	– Dr. Dearing Garner, Director of Pastoral Care, Baptist Child, and Family Services


	“In his book, The Visible Presence: Appearances of Christ in the Old Testament, John Burris sets out to ‘put the pieces together’ admitting upfront that for him, ‘it is a constant battle for my faith to outweigh my logic.’ Having thus identified with many of us, Burris presents a well-documented, scripturally based, portrait of Christ in the Old Testament, taking on such challenges as the location of Jesus before Bethlehem, Jesus’ place in the Trinity, and Jesus as ‘the Angel of the Lord.’


	Beginning with Christ’s appearance to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Burris traces appearances of Christ through the remainder of the Old Testament before offering a very helpful appendix of, ‘thirty-nine pre-incarnate appearances Christ in the Old Testament.’ This is not light reading, but it is challenging reading. Take your time. Read slowly. Evaluate and enjoy.” 


	– Dr. Dan Crawford, Senior Professor of Evangelism & Missions; Chair of Prayer Emeritus, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary


	 


	“When John Burris became a staff member of the Kingwood First Baptist Church, I had just retired from being a Director of Missions. What struck me when I met him was his insatiable thirst for truth in the Bible. That thirst brought about The Visible Presence. His thorough research and insight on the subject manner, makes this book a must read for preachers, teachers of the Bible and lay leaders.


	Many preachers and teachers shy away from discussing this subject because of the extensive research that would be needed to properly present the material. A careful study of this book would give the confidence needed to develop messages, lessons and presentations which would reveal clearly our Lord’s actions in the Old Testament. Thank you, John Burris for your dedication and integrity in your research.”


	– Dr. Eliu Camacho, South Central Regional Manager, My Hope Project, Billy Graham Evangelistic Association
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	Preface


	I’ve always been a fan of jigsaw puzzles.  There is, apparently, something in me that yearns to put the pieces together.  I don’t know that it is as much about what the picture of the puzzle looks like.  Often, I find, having put in the last piece, that I don’t even look at the completed picture.  The intriguing aspect for me is completing the puzzle.  As you can imagine, a puzzle with a mis-sing piece sends me into quite a “fit.”  


	This mindset also carries over into my understanding of faith and the Bible.  Faith, in the Biblical sense of being certain of what I cannot see, does not come particularly easy for me.  For me, concepts and ideas are more readily accepted if they “fit together” or make sense logically.  And, since the Bible says in Isaiah 55:8, “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways,” declares the LORD”, my logic is not anywhere near on par with the Almighty.  Therefore, it is a constant battle for my faith to outweigh my logic.   As a teacher of the Bible, I find myself saying often that we will not be able to “completely understand God.” And, while I say it with my lips, my heart still yearns to know Him more fully.


	This book is my attempt to meld my faith and my own need for things to “fit together.”  It is my way of ordering truths of Scripture in a way that brings understanding to my feeble mind.  My hope is that you will find, as I have, that there can be great comfort found even in a mystery… the mystery of the One who makes the invisible visible.


	John Burris


	Kingwood, Texas


	











Chapter One
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	Revealing the Mystery


	 “The presence of mystery is the footprint of the divine”


	 – Auguste Lecerf


	
C





	hrist did not originate from the womb of Mary and arrive on the scene in the little town of Bethlehem.  Wait! Don’t put down the book!  It’s not heresy, I promise.  I chose my words very carefully.  Let me explain.


	If you are like I was, it took me a long time to learn the truth of the first sentence of this chapter.  I had been a Christian for almost 20 years, served as a Youth Pastor for over 12 years and had been through Seminary at one of the largest seminaries in the world.  Believe me, it’s not that I was not taught, it was more so that I didn’t learn.


	We are all victims of our childhood inability to wrestle with abstract concepts.  So, as children, it is enough for us to understand that Jesus was born to Mary in Bethlehem and He grew up and eventually went to the cross to die for me because He loved me and loved the rest of the world.  While all this is true, there are subtleties that reveal a deeper understanding that can lead us to experience God in a way our young minds cannot quite comprehend.


	Even still, while I may have learned much more about the sacrificial death of Christ, I still have far to go.  For example, the death of Christ on the cross has far more to do with the Glory of God than Christ having an overwhelming affection for me.  It was the Glory of God on display at the place of the skull (Golgotha).  And, I would dare say that I have much more to learn of the Glory of God.


	So, what exactly did happen at Bethlehem?  At Bethlehem, the Son of God took on human flesh in what theologians call the Incarnation.  This miraculous birth was prophesied some 700 years prior to the manger in Bethlehem by the prophet Isaiah, “Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign: Behold a virgin will be with child and bear a son, and she will call His name Immanuel.”1  Of course, the name “Immanuel” in this passage means, “God with us.”  Isaiah continues his prophecy in chapter 9, verse 6, “For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest on His shoulders; And His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.”2  


	But, what most of us fail to realize is that the Son of God was, as the Apostle John said, “In the beginning with God.” (John 1:2)  J. Oswald Sanders affirms this when he writes, “His birth in Bethlehem was not His origin, only His incarnation.” 3  This is where the term pre-incarnate comes from.  The term refers to the form or state of existence prior to the incarnation.  Merriam- Webster defines pre-incarnate as, “of, relating to, or having existence before incarnation —used especially of the second person of the Trinity.”4 Many theologians refer to the appearances of God in these passages, and others like them, as “theophanies” (Greek: theos = “God” + phaino = “appear”) or “Christophanies.” So these words mean “appearances of God” and “appearances of Christ,” respectively.5  


	Dr. J. Oliver Buswell writes, “The incarnation differs from all other theophanies in that when He ‘was born in Bethlehem.’ When He ‘became flesh,’ He took to Himself, permanently, a genuine human nature, wholly apart from sin.  In the Old Testament theophanies He appeared as a man in specific times and places without actually becoming a member of the human race.”6


	To me, this gives whole new meaning to the name Immanuel, God with us.  Christ took on human flesh to identify with us.  


	Where, then, was the Son of God prior to the manger?  What was the Son of God doing for all those thousands of years before He was laid in the manger?  This is the Glorious Mystery…that Christ has always been the person of the Godhead who reveals God so that man can encounter Him.  In other words, the Visible Presence of God.


	There are several passages of Scripture that declare that God is unseen and invisible.


	Exodus 33:20


	But He said, “You cannot see My face, for no man can see Me and live!”


	John 1:18


	No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.


	John 5:37


	And the Father who sent Me, He has testified of Me. You have neither heard His voice at any time nor seen His form.


	John 6:46


	Not that anyone has seen the Father, except the One who is from God; He has seen the Father.


	Colossians 1:15


	He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.


	1 Timothy 1:17


	Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be
 honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.


	1 Timothy 6:15-16


	He who is the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords,


	who alone possesses immortality and dwells in unapproachable light, whom no man has seen or can see. To Him be honor and eternal dominion! Amen.


	Hebrews 11:27


	By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he endured, as seeing Him who is unseen.


	1 John 4:12


	No one has seen God at any time; if we love one another, God abides in us, and His love is perfected in us.


	However, some of these same Scriptures indicate that even though God (by implication, the Father) is unseen or invisible, the Son, Jesus Christ, has made Him visible.


	John 1:14


	14 And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth.


	John 1:18 


	No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.


	John 14:9


	Jesus *said to him, “Have I been so long with you, and yet you have not come to know Me, Philip? He who has seen Me has seen the Father; how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?


	2 Corinthians 4:4-6


	4 in whose case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5 For we do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus as Lord, and ourselves as your bond-servants for Jesus’ sake. 6 For God, who said, “Light shall shine out of darkness,” is the One who has shone in our hearts to give the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.


	Philippians 2:5-8


	5 Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, 6 who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. 8 Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.


	Colossians 1:15


	15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.


	The word “image” in this verse is the Greek word eikon.  It means a precise copy or reproduction.  This word is the origin of our English word, icon.


	John Macarthur writes, “All that God is essentially is in Christ. He is the very essential nature of God as well as manifesting the very communicable attributes of God. Theologians would say He is the incommunicable God as to His essence and He manifests the communicable attributes of that incommunicable essence. He is what God is and He manifests what God is to all those who see Him. To see Him is to see God.”7


	Colossians 2:9


	9 For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form,


	Hebrews 1:3


	3 And He is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the word of His power. When He had made purification of sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high,


	Here, the author of Hebrews refers to Christ as the exact representation of God’s nature.  The Greek word for exact representation is the word charakter.  This is the only time in the New Testament this word is used.  According to the New Testament NAS Greek Lexicon, the word means…


	

		the instrument used for engraving or carving


		the mark stamped upon that instrument or wrought out on it


		a mark or figure burned in (Lev. 13) 


		stamped on, an impression 





	

		
the exact expression (the image) of any person or thing, marked likeness, precise reproduction in every respect, i.e. facsimile8






	








Chapter Two
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	A Name Above All Names


	“There are two hundred and fifty-six names given in the Bible for the Lord Jesus Christ, and I suppose this was because He was infinitely beyond all that any one name could express.”


	  - Billy Sunday
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	o, I have to be honest.  I did trick you a bit with that opening sentence of the first chapter.  Notice that I didn’t say “Jesus” did not originate from the womb of Mary.  I used the name “Christ.”  If you’ve read much of the Bible, you will know that many names are used to refer to the Son of God.  Which one is correct?  Well, all of them.  But, it is important to know which name means what.


	The name Jesus was a common name among first century Jews.  Jesus is the Greek rendering of the Hebrew name Joshua.  Seen in this light, we see that the name appears to be rather common.  Speaking of the child born to Mary, the angel said, “She will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.”9  The name Jesus should be more familiar to us than we think.  It is equivalent to the Hebrew name Joshua.  


	The Greek meaning of Jesus is “Jehovah is my help,” or, “Jehovah is rescue.”10  William Barclay notes, “The very name stamps Jesus as Saviour.  He is God’s divinely appointed and divinely sent Rescuer, whose function it is to deliver men from their sins.”11


	But, if Jesus were the common name, the designation “Christ” was so uncommon that it was wrought with a great deal of controversy.  Christ was more of a title than a name.  It would have been more typical for first century Jews to refer to Jesus as, “Jesus, Son of Joseph” or “Yehoshua ben Yosef.”12  The title, “Christ”, comes from the Greek word for Messiah, which means “anointed one.”13  It was this title that set Jesus of Nazareth apart from everyone else.  


	It must be understood, however, that the Jewish thought of Messiah may not have been what we might think.  This may explain why many Jews may have missed Him.  In fact, it is difficult to find a direct reference to “The Messiah” in the Old Testament.  The most direct reference is in the book of Daniel, “Then after the sixty-two weeks the Messiah will be cut off and have nothing, and the people of the prince who is to come will destroy the city and the sanctuary…”14


	According to Walter Kaiser, “The Hebrew term, masiah, appears thrity-nine times in the OT and is rendered in the Septuagint by the Greek christos, which became the official designation for Jesus in the NT and, at first, a pejorative way of referring to his followers: ‘Christians’.”15  Certainly the word “messiah” is found in other places, but it is found being applied to people (most notably, prophets, priests and kings…Lev. 4:5, 6:22, Isaiah 61:1, 1 Sam. 10:1, 16:13), objects such as the altar or armor and even to the nation of Israel. (Num. 7:10, Isaiah 21:5)  The word itself is a transliteration of a Hebrew word.  The word means “anointed thing” or “anointed one.”  Always the word is applied to a person or thing that has been set aside for service to God.


	Robert L. Cate notes, “But the term, messiah, was ultimately applied to the ideal Davidic ruler of the future.”16  The nation of Israel did not have a glorious past to look back to after the Garden of Eden.  It seemed to be one struggle and disappointment after another.  The life of Moses and the deliverance from Egyptian bondage did provide a spiritual marker of God’s favor, but the subsequent wandering of the children of Israel further drove home the fact that all was not right in the nation.  


	Soon the Israelites cried out for a King who would make them as prosperous as other nations. (1 Samuel 8-12) That would prove to be disastrous as well.  Not until David did there come a hope for Israel.  But, as we know, David had his struggles as well.


	Again, Robert L. Cate offers great insight.  “Aside from his personal, human failures, however, there was an assurance that God had chosen him for a special service.  Further, God had used David to bring about the only truly great achievements in Israel’s national history.  Further, to David had been promised future blessings for his family and, through them, to his people.”17


	This idea led to an expectation that each king in David’s line could be that “messiah.”  As you may know, the descendants of David were a rollercoaster of faithful and wicked.  There never seemed to be any consistency.  Add to this the fact that neighboring nations seemed to have powerful rulers and great success. Please understand that God had in mind a Redeemer, a Savior from before the foundation of the world that would restore God’s people to a relationship with Him.  Unfortunately, Israel did not fully comprehend that notion. (Jeremiah 23:5)


	As Robert Cate says of the concept of kingship in the Old Testament, “The royal ideology of the ancient Near East may have played some part here.  In the nations which were Israel’s neighbors, the king was seen as being the god’s representative, the god’s son, and sometimes was even identified with the god.  Certainly, Israel looked for some things from the future Messiah of God that the surrounding nations claimed for their reigning kings.”18


	In other words, they developed a concept of a future ideal ruler who would be God’s ideal representative for His people.  In doing this, they set the bar very high and leaning towards a ruler instead of a redeemer.


	Cate identifies six characteristics of the type of messiah that Israel was looking for…


	

		Anointed- set apart for special service of God


		Always obedient to the law and never above it


		Leading the people forward in battle to defend them


		Ruling over the people


		Having special talents or gifts from God


		Possessing a special relationship with God19






	In other words, according to Cate, “They looked for a future king who would be what every actual king should have been but was not.”20  So, when Jesus began His teaching ministry, the Jews of His day, particularly His disciples, began to recognize that he embodied the characteristics of that promised Messiah.  


	Peter recognized Him as such when Jesus asks His disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”21  Some of the disciples recounted that some were saying He was a prophet that had returned to bring God’s message.  Bringing the question to a pointed end, Jesus asked them, “But who do you say that I am?”22  This question was of the utmost importance and the disciples could have responded in many different ways.  They could have said, “Well, of course you are Jesus, the son of Joseph” or “You are the Messiah who is going to restore Israel to power” or still yet, “You are a Teacher that God is using to point people toward Him.”  


	But, Peter spoke up and said, with a precision that Jesus would say could only be revealed to him by the Father, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God.”23  In this statement, Peter declares that Jesus was more than just a carpenter’s son from Nazareth.  He is the Messiah, the Anointed One, the fulfillment of all the prophecy of Scripture.  And, even more profoundly, declares Him to be the very Son of God.  With this declaration, Peter announces that Christ is God Himself.


	Key Old Testament Passages Announcing Messiah


	1 Samuel 2:10, 35


	Psalm 2:2; 20:6; 28:8; 84:9


	Isaiah 9:6, 11:1-10 


	Daniel 7:13-14; 9:25-26


	Micah 5:2-4


	Zechariah 9:9


	








Chapter Three
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	God in Three Persons


	"Bring me a worm that can comprehend a man, and then I will show you a man that can comprehend the Triune God."


	- John Wesley


	
T





	he Doctrine of the Trinity is perhaps the most difficult doctrine of the church.  To even begin to try and get complete understanding, one only becomes more frustrated that our minds are incapable of grasping the reality of its concepts.


	Jonathan Edwards noted, after studying the topic extensively, “I think [the doctrine of the Trinity] to be the highest and deepest of all Divine mysteries.”24  I would not pretend to have unraveled this great mystery, but we can, at least, consider the basic structure of the doctrine.


	Matt Perman has written, “The doctrine of the Trinity means that there is one God who eternally exists as three distinct Persons--the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is one in essence and three in person. These definitions express three crucial truths: (1) The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct Persons, (2) each Person is fully God, (3) there is only one God.”25


	Now, that we all completely understand the Trinity, we can move on, right?  No?  First of all, understand that the word trinity is not a Biblical word.  You will not be able to look up the word trinity in your concordance and go to a verse for confirmation.  It is a doctrine expressed through the overall teaching of God’s Word.  Second, understand that there is not an illustration or word picture or a concept that we are familiar with that will adequately express the idea of the trinity.  As Wayne Grudem says, “all analogies have shortcomings.”26


	The best way to gain a basic understanding, although one that must be accepted by faith, is to take each of the three premises of the definition and cite Scripture to affirm each one.
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