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Introduction


Said God to Moses, “I am pleased with you, and I know you by name.” Warmed and emboldened by this incredible kindness, the man said to God, “Now show me your glory.” This sovereign Lord said he would, but there was only so much that would or could be seen by humans— “My face cannot … must not … be seen.”1

For all the intimacy, for all the mercies shown to Moses and to the rebellious people, for all the willingness of God to make himself known, humans are too impure, too limited, to handle a full frontal view of God.

I think I’m reminding you of all this so you wont expect too much from this little book. Maybe I’m wanting to make the point, too, that we must retain some modesty and humility when we talk about God. Colin Morris, put it like this:


There are preachers who chat about God with a folksy familiarity that is breathtaking. They would be modest enough to confess they haven’t the foggiest idea what is going on in the head of their family pet but lay claim to sure knowledge of what their Pal Up There is thinking about the National Economy, the Middle East conflict or even the future of Mankind.2



There’s more to the mind, character, and purposes of God than we can scribble in the margins of our Bible, cram into our filing cabinets, or store on our hard disks.

While modesty’s an essential, surely it’s right for our reach to be greater than our grasp. I’m weary of reading froth and eating bubbles.

Because it was what he wanted, the Witch Queen gave Edmund Turkish Delight to eat, says C. S. Lewis.3 But though he shoveled it into his mouth and although it tasted delightful, he always felt hungry and wanted more. Always edible, always delightful, but never satisfying.

Certain kinds of literature (and preaching) can be like that. P. T Forsyth passionately dismissed that sort, saying, “The non-theological Christ is popular, he wins votes; but he is not mighty [to save].”4

Following the lead of countless others, I’m one of those who thinks that to make sense of life and to live it to the full, we must begin at God.

Discipleship is living in the image of God in whatever life situation we find ourselves. Our submission to God as followers depends on our view of him; and though we can’t completely succeed in seeing him, we must pursue not our view of God but God’s view of himself.

God’s view of himself is Jesus Christ. “Jesus” is the human name of God; he is God, says Howard Butt, “with name, rank and serial number; God with a Galilean accent.”5 Jesus is God speaking to us in the only language we can understand, a human language spoken in a human life. Jesus is the human life of God. He is God become intimate— “God the Vague” become “God the Vital,” God the faceless taking on a face.

Harry E. Fosdick wouldn’t have accepted all that is claimed for Jesus Christ in these studies, but he imagines the growing convictions of the disciples concerning Jesus like this:


At first they may have said, God sent him. After a while that sounded too cold, as though God were a bow and Jesus the arrow. That would not do. God did more than send him. So I suspect they went on to say, God is with him. That went deeper. Yet, as their experience with him progressed, it was not adequate. God was more than with him. So at last we catch the reverent accents of a new conviction, God came in him.6



It’s correct to say that Jesus not only lived for God, he lived as God.

In these “glimpses into the life of God,” I’m taking the view that the only true God has a history that shows itself in the biblical Story and culminates in his coming in the person we know as Jesus of Nazareth. It’s that Story that must shape our existence and life as God’s covenant community and as God’s disciples.




ONE
THE GOD
WHO LOVES HUMANS







“They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, and then twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on his head. They put a staff in his right hand and knelt in front of him and mocked him.”

—Matthew 27:28
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The lengths to which this God will go to express his love for us are almost beyond belief—almost, but not quite!

Sometimes God manifests himself in powerful—even frightening—ways. When Isaiah saw him, he gasped in terror and astonishment, “Woe to me! I am ruined!”1 And when the apostles saw Jesus rebuke the wind, they recoiled in awe at this one who commanded raging storms and boiling seas to obey him.

But when Thomas saw Jesus that day in the upper room, there were no heavenly seraphim, no smoke-filled temple, no shaking of the ground. There was no threatening sea or raging storm—only a young man standing quietly in front of Thomas … a wounded young man … a lethally wounded young man. The wounds were still visible—even accessible, if Thomas had wished.

Here was someone who bore the marks of defeat. Standing in front of Thomas was a vulnerable one, one who had been beaten and put down like an unwanted dog. The staggering confession that fell from his lips was more than, “You’re alive after all!” It was more than, “You’re the Messiah and my Lord!” More than, “Now I believe!”

I’m dragging this out because I missed the depths of it for so long. I’m far from fully grasping it now, but much of what I missed is there to be seen and ought to be seen, needs and begs to be seen.


The lengths to which this God will go to express his love for us are almost beyond belief—almost but not quite!



[image: Image]

It isn’t just that Thomas identified Jesus as God—which in itself is a profound and precious mystery—it’s the kind of God that stood before Thomas that baffles the mind. A God who tears mountain ranges to shreds, who rolls out light years of space like a man laying carpet, a God who flings galaxies into the empty space and lays oceans in their places with an eyedropper—that kind of God, we think, earns the name “God.” But a God who will be bundled into a crowded room, with spittle falling from his beard and red welts marking his face? A God like that? A God who stands silent before an insolent and pathetic little Roman governor, a God who listens patiently to the rantings of an ecclesiastical hypocrite? A God like that? A God who blushes as he is stripped naked for crucifixion, who winces as spikes gouge their way into his feet and hands? A God who delivers himself into the hands of stupid, self-serving, brutal men—this is the God who stood before Thomas!

But how could they have done this? Where did they get the power to kill God? How did they get within reach of him? Don’t you remember what Jesus said to Pilate when the governor claimed to have the power to kill or release him? “You would have no power over me if it were not given you from above.”

God made himself vulnerable. It could have happened no other way.

And why did he do it? For love of us!


God loves to be longed for, He longs to be sought,
For He sought us Himself with such longing and love,
He died for desire of us, marvellous thought!
And he yearns for us now to be with Him above.2



This is the only true and living God!
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“The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the Lord loved you.”

—Deuteronomy 7:7



The Christian faith says God died for love of us!

“But,” you say, “God can’t die!”

This is true—but he went ahead and died anyway, didn’t he? He who was God became human and dwelled among us and humbled himself to death, even death on a cross.1 I must confess that the most perplexing part of my faith is the truth that God can be bothered with us.

Have you noticed that the New Testament doesn’t dwell on the gory details of the actual dying of the Lord? We’re inclined to do that, to milk it for all the emotional value we can get from it. We describe the horrors of a long, slow, pain-filled, agonizing death, forgetting that Jesus died so quickly it surprised Pilate. No, the wonder of it all was not the amount of pain but the amount of love. The power of this death was not in the physical pain that accompanied it but in the holy devotion to the will of God that motivated it. The inexpressible importance of it lay not in its physical endurance but in its atoning.

Though I read it more than thirty years ago, I’ll never forget my emotional response to something E. S. Jones, a missionary to India, said. “If there were a cosmic newspaper announcing: GOD THE CREATOR OF THE UNIVERSE GIVES HIMSELF TO REDEEM A PLANET CALLED EARTH!— the universe would gasp in astonishment.”2 I did. Suddenly Jones had made me see what it was I had been paying lip service to. I had already known, if not said, such a thing, and yet … I had never really known.

Why is it so hard for me to understand such a love by such a God? Perhaps it’s because I’m weary of watching a world filled with vile human beings. And perhaps it isn’t just the cruel and brutal and callous people who make me sick—maybe it’s the pathetic. Those of us who aren’t viciously brutal are banal. We fritter away our lives with trivial pursuits, paltry causes, with the superficial, the trite, the oohing and aahing over the commonplace.


There are times when I wonder why anyone would bother with me, much less God.



[image: Image]

Why would he bother?

But more than all this, I have a hard time comprehending his love because I’m weary of looking at me. Reflecting on all the loving friendship, energy, time,3 His saying this to his father touches and moves me; my saying it to my family and friends makes sense; but God is God, and somehow that puts him out of my emotional reach.

Why would he bother with me? With you?

Putting all this together and adding to it the unutterable splendor and majesty of God, why wouldn’t his love of us, his dying for us, be difficult to swallow?

But he does love us; he did die for us. That’s the central affirmation of the blessed Story. And rather than believe it is too good to be true, we choose to believe it is too good not to be true.

Why would he die for us? Because he is God the holy Lover.


I think this is the authentic sign and seal
Of Godship, that it ever waxes glad.
And more glad, until gladness blossoms, bursts
Into a rage to suffer for mankind.4



Why would he do it? For love of us! And if we try to go beyond love in this matter, we find ourselves blocked, for in the world of the ethical, love is an ultimate; it is its own defense and explanation. End of search!
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“Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. His love endures forever.”

—Psalm 136:1



If you say the word “creation” to many people today, you invite a discussion about “big bangs” and evolution. But more and more scientists are joining the famed astronomer, Fred Hoyle, in saying, “Human life can’t be a chance product.” He went on to say that scientists who insist on a chance evolution of humans “believe in magic.”1 Mathematicians at the 1965 Wistar convention in Philadelphia said, “It’s a mathematical impossibility for human life to have simply ‘happened’ according to known biological laws. The odds against it are so great that our computers couldn’t compute them.”

Yet, in spite of the evidence, many continue to hold to the desperate picture of a “universe in ruins.” The famous British philosopher, Bertrand Russell, speaking about man, said that


his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs are but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can persevere an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noon-day brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins. … Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built.2



Contrary to Russell’s “unyielding despair,” the Hebrew-Christian Scriptures bring us the message of a God who acted out of purposeful love, creating us and entering into a relationship with us.

Psalm 136 puts creation and redemption in one glad song with the recurring phrase, “his love endures forever.” Questions are answered with this resounding proclamation:


“Why did God create the heavens?”

His love endures forever.

“Why should we say God is good and thank him?”

His love endures forever.

“Why did he place the sun and moon?”

His love endures forever.

“Why did God free us from our enemies?”

His love endures forever.



Colossians 1 does the same thing.3 Creation and redemption are linked with the love of God as it is manifested in the person of Jesus Christ. Paul, speaking of Christ, tells us that all things were created in him, through him, and unto him. He is the one in and through whom God sought to reconcile the world to itself and to him.

But if God has loved us and loves us still, how do we explain the harsh realities that assault our senses and minds? Nature, human suffering, and evil all deny the love of God. Frozen wastes, harsh deserts, malarial insects, parasitical creatures, predatory animals, storms and earthquakes, killing and maiming, terminal wards, leukemic children, birth deformities, pitiless tyrannies—these and a thousand more realities tell their own story. And it isn’t one of love and redemption.


If God has loved us and loves us still, how do we explain the harsh realities that assault our senses and minds?
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But not all of nature speaks of harshness. If there is harshness to explain, there is beauty to savor. If there is illness to explicate, there is health to enjoy. If there is evil, there is breath-taking goodness; if there is callousness or blind indifference, there is spellbinding love and sacrifice.

The biblical Story urges us to believe the best and to trust until the drama has run to its final conclusion. It entreats us to trust that the one who created us in love is working for our everlasting blessing. It enjoins us to recognize our own responsibility in so much of the pain and in all of the evil. It insists that we believe our best thoughts in the worst of times and not give way to the pessimism of unbelief.


The biblical Story urges us to believe the best and to trust until the drama has run to its final conclusion.
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The Story of creative love says that we rebelled against our Lord and disaster befell us, but that God refused to wash his hands of us and that down through the centuries he has been working his loving purpose for us—a purpose that has come fully to light in Jesus of Nazareth.

We live on the Visited Planet!

 [image: Image]Cherishing the Mystery



“But God demonstrate his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

—Romans 5:8



Martin Dalby, head of music for the BBC in Scotland, said, “Bad religion answers the unanswerable; good religion cherishes the mystery.”1 Joseph Parker, the famous London preacher, in a moment of modesty confessed that there was something that baffled him more than why Jesus chose Judas. “Why did he choose me?” he gasped.2

I suppose the bottom line is that he loves us!

In the arena of ethical response, love has the final word. It is its own justification. When we say someone does something for love of another, that is supposed to settle it. It’s true that those who have a biting awareness of their shortcomings go on to mumble, “But how could he?” He does!

Haven’t believers down the centuries shaken their heads in joyous disbelief when, unable to get to the bottom of it all, they gratefully accepted the truth of it, that mystery or not, God was willing to die for them? When we continue to sing hymns like Robert Harkness’ “Why Should He Love Me So?” we aren’t asking for information, we’re exulting in a mysterious truth.


Love sent my Savior to die in my stead.
Why should He love me so?
Meekly to Calvary’s cross he was led.
Why should He love me so?

Nails pierced His hands and His feet for my sin.
Why should He love me so?
He suffered sore my salvation to win.
Why should He love me so?

O how He agonized there in my place! Why should He love me so? Nothing withholding my sin to efface. Why should He love me so?

Why should He love me so?
Why should He love me so?
Why should my Savior to Calvary go?
Why should He love me so?3



The mystery is deepest for those who have the clearest understanding of their sinfulness, for those who recognize the pathetic and trivial course their lives have taken down the years. When they think of how offensive their lives must have been, and even now are, to One so holy and so selfless, they can hardly believe for joy. J. H. Jowett, believed by some to be the greatest English-speaking preacher in the world, urges us to pay heed to the truth of God’s love for us, for if we do:


We shall hear that wondrous evangel that Pascal heard, and hallowed all his years: “I love thee more ardently than thou hast loved thy sin.” I know how I have loved my sin. I know how I have clung to it. I know how I have yearned after it. I know what illicit pleasure I have found in it. I know how I have pursued it at any cost. And, now, in the school of Calvary, my Master takes up this, my so strenuous and overwhelming passion for sin, and contrasts it disparagingly with his passion for me: “I love thee more than thou hast loved thy sin.”4




The mystery is deepest for those who have the clearest understanding of their sinfulness.
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What power there is in such a statement! That Christ sees how we have loved our sins, yearned after them, eagerly sought them, bathed and wallowed in them, powdered and painted ourselves with them, worn them as badges of honor. He sees all that! Sees how we crave and hunger for them, and still, dismissing our fever over our sins as not even approaching the depth of his longing for us, he says, “I love thee more than thou hast loved thy sin.”




“For the Lord will not reject his people; he will never forsake his inheritance.”

—Psalm 94:14



 [image: Image]Don’t Give Up on Me!


Awakenings is a bittersweet and wonderful film based on actual experiences in the life and work of neurologist Oliver Sacks. In the movie, Leonard Lowe has been awakened from a catatonic “sleep” of more than thirty years. He has been treated with a medicine by a neurologist who becomes his close friend. The drug proves to be astonishingly effective. Leonard becomes normal, and to his fresh eyes, life is incredibly wonderful—more magical and wonderful than those who are used to it can imagine.

But the medicine eventually loses its effect, and Leonard twitches, shakes, and jerks his way back into a “frozen” state. At the very beginning of his descent into paralysis, Leonard will not believe it, doesn’t want to believe it, denies it, reacts violently and bitterly to it. In his bitterness and fear, he lashes out at everyone, especially those who have helped him most, before he is finally forced to face the truth: he is going under; there is no medical “fix”; life is dying in him.

In a riveting and moving scene, he clings to the wire mesh of the window to keep himself upright, shaking violently. From his twisted mouth comes the garbled speech, asking the neurologist if he can stop this. The doctor says he’s trying. The victim, who has just recently learned what it is to be fully alive and doesn’t want to go back into his zombie state, the victim, who hates his grotesque appearance and the crumbling of his body, pleads with the doctor, “Don’t give up on me!”

We’ve seen people like this in our own lives. People who’ve wrestled with evils that were destroying them. We’ve seen them slip and slide out of our reach and heard them, in ten thousand ways, beg us not to give up on them. This is what humanity, in its more lucid moments, has said to God again and again, but God has no intention of giving up on us. In Noah’s day, he appointed a rainbow to say it for him, and later, he came himself in Jesus of Nazareth to prove it beyond all reasonable doubt.

Here’s how 1 John 4 puts it: “And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world…. And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.”1 We know and trust (rely on) the love God has for us. This is a great word, not only for Christians, but for the whole world.

He won’t ever give up on us!


“The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

—Matthew 20:28
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“I didn’t come to be ministered to,” said the Christ, “I came to minister and to give my life a ransom for many.”1 I came to give my life! The famous painting The Shadow of Death, by the nineteenth-century artist William Holman Hunt, depicts the young carpenter inside the doorway of the carpenter’s shop. We see him stretching in the morning sun as his frightened mother stares at an ominous shadow falling on the wall behind him—the shadow of someone with arms outstretched, as though on a cross. It was his chosen destiny!

Imagine angels watching while God forms the earth.
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