The World Ablaze
Today we begin with Exodus chapter three.

Exodus 3:1-5 – Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.  There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush.  Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up.  So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight – why the bush does not burn up.”  When the LORD saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!”  And Moses said, “Here I am.”  “Do not come any closer,” God said.  “Take off your sandals for the place where you are standing is holy ground.”  


In this moment, Moses met God.  Out in the wilderness without a temple or any other formal rituals, God appeared to Moses.  Without the law and without terrifying, the Lord spoke to Moses.  Moses simply had a face to face with God himself without asking, without seeking.  God simply appeared to Moses as flames of fire within a bush and spoke with him personally and audibly.  Wouldn’t this be nice to have?

Who here wouldn’t want a sit down with God himself?  I think we would all like the opportunity to see God in some form or another.  Here at the burning bush God was not terrifying, but other times he appears to people exalted and powerful and terrifying.  Just think of Isaiah or Ezekiel for these appearances.  I think most of us would be content with a Moses style of appearance, though.  A small fire and a voice would be good for me.  A chance to talk with God and to hear his plan for my life would be nice.  How many here would like a burning bush experience?  


I want you to think about this a little more deeply.  How would your life change if God revealed himself to you?  Seriously, what difference would it make to you?  How would you respond to a revelation of God?  Moses hid his face and then was told to take off his shoes to treat the place as holy because God was there.  If you saw God would you have greater reverence for him?  If he displayed his power and his sovereignty for you, would you have peace in future times of hardship?  If he spoke of his love for you, would you believe him?  If he told you, as he did Moses, that he had a job for you, would you do it?  Would you simply have greater peace in knowing God’s reality through experience rather than the words of others?  What difference would it make to you to see God?   I would like you to consider the words of Elizabeth Browning as she reflected on Moses meeting God at the burning bush.  

“Earth is crammed with heaven, and every common bush is on fire with God; but only he who sees takes off his shoes; the rest sit around it and pluck blackberries.” ~Elizabeth Browning

What Elizabeth Browning realized is that God can be seen everywhere and everyday if we look for him.  Moses had a dramatic revelation of God, but he still only saw a burning bush.  Being created in the image of God means that we are spiritual people as well as physical and that we can have a sense of the spiritual beyond the material world in front of us.  We may desire a dramatic revelation of God but, if we are looking, we see him revealed all around us in the everyday.  If we are paying attention, we do experience God’s presence.  Consider what the scriptures say.

Psalm 19:1-4 – The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.  Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge.  There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard.  Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.

Romans 1:20 – For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.


Colossians 1:16-17- For by him (Jesus) all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.  He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.  


God reveals himself in his creation to those who have eyes to see.  Our world is incredibly balanced.  If we were a little closer to the sun or a little farther away, we would all die.  By a little I mean miles.  If the moon was a little closer our planet would flood regularly.  Our planet is just right for people.  We have all the intricacy of eyeballs and spider webs, all the majesty of mountains and thunder storms, and all the beauty of the world around us to tell us that there is a good God who is incredibly intelligent and creative.  If a person is paying attention, he can see much of God in the created world.  In the beginning of the renaissance men advanced natural sciences, not as an alternative to faith in God, but with the conviction that a greater understanding of the natural world would lead to a greater appreciation of and understanding of the God who made it.  

If you read on in Romans chapter one you will find Paul saying that some people willfully resist this knowledge of God.  They look at creation and they work hard to find ways to deny God.  In our world today science is often used as a means to discredit any belief in God.  Gravity is the reason objects fall rather than some mysterious work of God.  But why does gravity work every time?  According to our passage in Colossians it is Christ who upholds our world.  Yes, we can explain the laws of aerodynamics and make use of them, but why do they hold true constantly?  Logically, there is no reason to expect anything to work every time in our world.  And why do we have constant laws that can be explained mathematically at all?  Again, we come back to an intelligent God who powerfully holds the world together.


When looking at nature we have two choices.  On the one hand, we can try to explain everything naturally even when we see evidence of intelligence, goodness, and design.  We can deny that inner sense that we have as spiritual beings that there is more to the world than meets the eye.  Our other choice is to simply see God’s normal ways of working and his unusual ways of working.  Natural laws that we can explain and use are God’s normal ways of working in our world as he holds it together and makes those things constant.  The things we normally identify as miracles are his unusual ways of working.  It is the choice of seeing a strangely burning bush or seeing God.  It is the choice of seeing God’s provision or simply a kind friend.  It is the difference between accepting as true only what you can touch or seeing the world with a sense of wonder and awe that is accompanied by a perception of God at work.  What will you do with this revelation God has given us of himself?


So we can learn of God’s character from the world all around us.  We can see a revelation of his power and goodness if we are willing to look.  Still, Moses got to hear God speak to him!  Moses was told that he had a mission and a purpose.  He was told to go and do something specific.  How many would listen if God spoke to you as he did to Moses?  


2 Timothy 3:16 – All scripture is God-breathed…


2 Peter 1:20-21 – Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophets own interpretation.  For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.


Hebrews 1:1-2 – In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.  


It would be great to have God speak to us, wouldn’t it?  If he just spoke directly to us we would obey him completely and be satisfied with his answers, wouldn’t we?  Yet, don’t we hear God speak when we come to the Bible?  He sent prophets to proclaim his words and to record those words for future people and then he even sent his own Son to speak to us.  The words of the Son were then recorded for us.  To top it all off, we are told that the book in which all these things are recorded is God-breathed.  The scriptures are God’s words for us.  The scriptures are God speaking to us if we will listen.


Do you want God to tell you what you are supposed to do with your life?  Whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.  Go and make disciples of all nations baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey all that I have commanded you.  


Why is this or that happening to you?  What would God say?  He essentially told Job: Look guy, I know what I am doing.  I am good and I am in control and you just need to trust me.  If God spoke that in an audible way to you would you listen?  Then why not listen to a letter?  If you pay attention, you can hear God speak.  He may speak to some in unusual ways, but for the most part he speaks to us through the book he caused to be written for us.  Will you listen to God’s revelation of himself?


2 Corinthians 3:3 – You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone, but on tablets of human hearts.

In defending the validity of his ministry and the truth of the gospel Paul asserted that the Corinthian believers themselves were letters of commendation.  The change that they all experienced as a result of the gospel and the love that was evident in their lives along with holiness proclaimed the truth that God had done a work in them.  The real change showed that the gospel was true.


Do you want a revelation of God?  Look to your fellow Christians and listen to what God has done in their lives.  You will witness God’s transforming power, his help in times of trouble, his forgiveness and his peace.  


Do you want a revelation of God?  When your fellow Christians encourage and help you, when you experience genuine love and community in the church, do you recognize God’s love behind it all or do you merely see people?  Do you see a bush on fire or do you see God?  God reveals himself through his people.

Well, it is one thing to hear about others knowing God and to read about him in his book.  It is one thing to admire God’s handiwork in creation.  But wouldn’t it be nice to know and speak to God himself?


Romans 8:15-16 – For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship.  And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.”  The Spirit himself testifies to our spirit that we are God’s children.


John 14:26 – (Jesus said) But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.


Galatians 5:25 – Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.


Wouldn’t it be nice if God communicated with us personally rather than just through his written word?  In fact, we are told that he does.  In Romans we are told that the Holy Spirit enables us to address God as our father.  We are enabled to speak to God in a very personal way.  Throughout the New Testament we are invited to approach God in prayer which is us talking to him.  We speak to God personally whenever we pray.


On the other hand, we are told that the Spirit testifies to our spirit that we are God’s children.  The NIV says that he testifies with our spirit, but the better translation is that he testifies TO our spirit.  In other words, God speaks to our spirits and gives us peace and assurance of our salvation.  Jesus, in the book of John, said that the Holy Spirit would teach us and remind us of things.  When you are troubled and don’t know what to do, when you are stumped and don’t know what to say and suddenly a scripture comes to mind, that is the Spirit reminding you of God’s words.  That is the Spirit speaking to you.  You can choose to see your good memory at work or you can see God speaking to you when you need help.  Galatians tells us to keep in step with the Spirit.  God leads us if we will listen.  The problem with most of us is that we are too busy and too loud to stop and listen.  We have also been trained to accept as knowledge only what we can touch or reason out.  When you just have a sense that something is a bad idea that won’t go away, you need to listen to the leading of God.  When you suddenly have the urge to show kindness to someone or you are suddenly reminded to be patient, you need to listen.  You can call it intuition or you can call it your gut or you can hear God speaking to you.  You can see just a bush on fire or you can see God.  

God has revealed himself to us in so many ways.  He reveals himself in creation and more specifically through his prophets.  He has spoken through his Son, Jesus.  He has recorded his words for us just as he wanted them in the Bible and speaks today.  He reveals himself and speaks through his people and he speaks to us individually and personally through the Spirit.  


So often people wish that God would just appear and speak without realizing that he is if they would open their eyes and ears.  People wish they could know God better and they can!  He has not hidden himself from us but reveals himself all the time.  Going back to Elizabeth Browning: Will you be among those who see the world ablaze with the fire of God or will you be among those who sit around plucking blackberries?  


And why does this matter?  Why are we talking about this?  Several reasons.  First, we are continuing to discuss the implications of being created in God’s image.  We are not like the animals but have been uniquely formed in God’s image.  This includes us being made as spiritual beings uniquely capable of seeing beyond our immediate material world.  We can see a burning bush and recognize more than fire.  We are intelligent beings and can understand abstract concepts.  We can look at our world and perceive what God reveals in it.  We are emotional beings capable of feeling love.  We are relational beings uniquely created to have personal relationships.  As beings created in the image of God we are uniquely fit for relationships with him.  We have the honor of entering into relationships with God himself.  We have the privilege of being able to know God as a person!  We have the joy of loving God of our own free wills!  We are blessed to know him and talk to him and see him all the time in a way that the animals never will.  

The problem is that most of us don’t have our eyes opened.  We are trained only to believe what we can see and touch.  Knowledge is only valid if it is logical and scientifically sound.  We know God, but we have a tendency to reduce him to a set of principles and ideas.  We pray, but we easily forget that we are talking to a person.  We read the Bible but not as God speaking.  We wish for God to appear and to speak without realizing that he has and is.  We all need the reminder that God is constantly at work and revealing himself in our world.  We all need the reminder to open our eyes to see God and know his presence.  We need the reminder to make it a habit to be aware of the presence of God.  We need the reminder to accept the spiritual aspect of being created in God’s image and to resist the world’s attempts to reduce us to machines living in a merely material world.  


Everyone needs to make some time to talk with God in prayer and to read his word.  We all need to carve out some time of silence when we can pray and listen to the Spirit’s leading in our lives.  We all need to pause long enough to notice God’s amazing creation and so know him better.  


As we learn to see God revealing himself in the world all around us and through his people and by his Spirit and word, we will come to know him more and more.  As we know God better, we will come to love him more and more.  We will love God, not because we must, but because we know him and his goodness.  We will love him as a person and not an idea because we will know him as a person and not an idea only.  


As you practice seeing God’s presence in our world you will be encouraged to see him at work so often.  When an Incidence Response truck shows up with some gas after you have run out on the freeway you will see God’s provision rather than just a guy with a tank of gas.  As you see God’s provision and protection and goodness on a regular basis you will also have more peace as you learn to trust him by experience rather than just because the pastor says you can.  As you read God’s word you will find his direction just as much as if he was speaking audibly with you.  Will you consciously choose to pay attention to God in our world?  Will you see beyond the purely material and see God?


Our God is real.  He is alive and active even though we sometimes treat him simply as an idea.  We need to practice having our eyes open to his presence so that we may personally know and experience his love in a relationship with him.  We have the honor and privilege of being made in his image and so being able to have this relationship.  Take the time to notice God in your daily life.
