GOD THE REVEALER

We are all uniquely privileged. Do you realise that? And why? Because we have a God who speaks to us, in many ways. A God who wants us not just to know about himself but also his plans for the world, and his plans for our lives. A God who speaks, not just in history but now, to us, today. Today I hope to broaden your view of God’s revelation. I pray that the outcome will be to encourage us to develop 20:20 spiritual hearing!

Wayne spoke last week about creation. God speaks to us through it. Look up at the night sky, see the infinity that God has made, and reflect on these lines from Psalm 19 “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech.” Do you meet God in nature as it pours forth speech? I know I do. Here’s some pictures of wonderful places where I have felt his presence. And really all the world has corners like this. Listen to this poem from Elizabeth Browning. “Earth’s crammed with heaven, and every common bush is afire with God; but only he who sees takes off his shoes; the rest sit round and pluck blackberries”. Are we seeking those burning bushes, and taking off our shoes, or just guzzling blackberries? Why not get out there in nature this afternoon, and hear from heaven?

The psalmist goes on to say this: “There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard.” He’s saying – all of humanity hears from God through creation, not just Christians. But if we look around the world do we see Christians everywhere? No, we see all manner of false religions. To understand, we must listen to Paul in Romans 1 “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 like the Psalmist. But what has happened? “They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator”. What we see is that creation is an incomplete revelation. It may lead people to seek God, even to feel a pang of conscience that is God’s signal of right and wrong. But humanity’s fallen nature then creates “Gods” of its own rather than the true God. Be it Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Animism, Humanism…..creation can only lead us so far.

In fact, what creation gives us is “general revelation” for all mankind. It tells us there is a God, and he is good, but not who he is. It could never reveal the ultimate mystery of how God can be holy and just and yet is willing to forgive sins, as Simon will present next week. To truly know God we need “special revelation”, words from God to those he chooses to address – like us, who are so privileged! Those who are lost desperately need this special revelation. And our duty is to earnestly seek special revelation, treasure it, and share it! Why would Jesus tell us to “go and make disciples telling them to go for a country walk” if people could come to know him though nature? The theologian Karl Barth summarises special revelation as having three parts, the revealed word of God – Jesus, the written word of God – the Bible, and the proclaimed word of God – preaching and theology. To which I would add God’s word of prophecy. Let’s look at each in turn.

The revealed word of God. Jesus is the word of God made flesh, as John states at the beginning of his Gospel. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God..…In him was life, and that life was the light of men..” Jesus is God’s perfect word to mankind, and unlike creation he is a saving word, the light of men, so that “to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God”. Jesus reveals the character of God himself, as he says, “anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). Meeting Jesus is a personal encounter with God that controls and acts on us, and demands a response of faith, of giving our lives to him. But it’s a two way thing - we only recognise Jesus as God’s revelation because he has also chosen us as “no one knows who the Father is except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”(Luke 10:22). Again, do we ever think how privileged we are to indeed be those whom Jesus has chosen to reveal God the Father to? How did it get so routine? Sunday morning, is it church or reading the paper? Remember when you first became a Christian, when you suddenly realised that Jesus is real, he died for you, he was waiting for you with open arms to turn to him. Wouldn’t it be great to return to that level of passion for him, for God’s revealed word? So we return to our “first love”? That, my friends, is something to pray about already!

The written word of God. God has spoken to us clearly and fully in the Bible. Therein lies the whole account of God’s creation, the prophets and God’s Son. We would not know about Jesus without the New Testament. But like him, scripture is truly God’s word of revelation. As Paul tells Timothy in 2 Timothy 3:16 “All Scripture is God-breathed”. Even though it was written by individuals, it was fully inspired by God. 1 Peter 1:20 “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation….men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” From the crazy prophet like Ezekiel to the careful researcher like Luke! 

How Scripture came about as God’s revelation is one thing – another is how we receive it as God’s word. We cannot just assert intellectually that the Bible is the word of God to be convinced of it – the Holy Spirit must tell us that the words are those of our creator. As Calvin puts it, we need the inner witness of God’s word. Or as Paul says, “the man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” (1 Corinthians 2:14). Again, I recall when I became a Christian I would be reduced to tears by passages in Leviticus, from words that cut me to the heart but which I find it hard to see so deeply now. And this is again our challenge “Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first.” We must get into the written word of God as if our lives depend on it – because they do! We must pray like the Psalmist “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law.” (119:18).

The proclaimed word of God. As a preacher I find it scary that humble sermons should be put on a par with the Bible and Christ himself. But without proclamation, few would become Christians. As it is written in Romans 10:13-14 “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?” And few would grow in faith; for as Paul says to Timothy, scripture is “is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” Someone has to speak out, proclaim the word, for teaching, rebuking, correcting, to ensure disciples grow. But equally, the proclaimed word is not the monopoly of pastors! We are all called to reveal God to those who don’t know him – and to help one another grow as Christians. 

I’m sure we can all recall preaching that has changed our lives, moved us on in faith. I’d like to highlight how Derek Tidball spoke at LST on 2 Corinthians 5; “he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us” That convinced me my future was as a pastor. So when you are tempted to drift away during a sermon – don’t! God wants to speak his proclaimed word through the preacher into your life, no matter how poor you think the sermon is!

The prophetic word of God. I’m adding this to Barth. Its status is evident at a Biblical level, as it says at the start of Hebrews “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.” And the way God transmits his word through a prophet is clear from Numbers 12:6: “When a prophet of the Lord is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams.” But the prophetic word of God, I’m convinced, is still active today. We spoke a few weeks ago about the gifts of the Holy Spirit. I mentioned the gift of teaching, that’s proclamation, but also the gift of prophecy, which Paul told us to “eagerly desire” as a “greater gift”. Prophecy must be subject to careful checks for its consistency with Scripture – as Paul tells us in 1 Thessalonians (5:21) “Test everything. Hold on to the good.” But equally it must be accepted in the church where he also commands “do not treat prophecies with contempt”. We are called to listen out, and when God prompts us to report such revelations he has laid on our heart or put in our mind. To encourage, to warn, to assist believers, to help non believers to come to faith, and to steer the church, for our destinies.

I can witness that God does speak to us prophetically through dreams and visions as in Numbers. And he can use many other means. An audible voice, encounters with angels, impressions from God, our mundane experiences, encounters with people, interaction with nature, and of course we may hear his prophetic voice after reading scripture. The key though is always prayer – how else do we “earnestly seek” things from God? On our knees we can be prophetic, when in our own strength we are pathetic – well not quite but I say to you, a church which neglects individual and corporate prayer risks to have ears full of wax for God’s prophetic word.

What does God want to reveal to us? A starting point is that God reveals mysteries, things we could not know. As Job 12:22 states “He reveals the deep things of darkness and brings deep shadows into the light.” We have to accept that God does not reveal all to us. He knows that we are incapable of comprehending all that he is or knows or has in mind. “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” (Deuteronomy 29:29). And of the latter, there’s plenty!

I think one key thing is that he wants us to know him better. In a Systematic Theology like Grudem’s there is a whole list of God’s attributes. But we would not know them without revelation. As I pointed out, people who only have access to creation and not special revelation end up creating false religions because of a fallen human nature which misinterprets. No matter how clever people are, they mess up as “the world through its wisdom did not know him” (1 Corinthians 1:21). They end up with images of gods who are mighty but also capricious, unapproachable, cruel, unloving…..I’ve got a few passages here to illustrate but there’s not enough time, you can find them in the notes.

What is key is this. God doesn’t want to reveal these things to us just for theory. Think of a time you have felt crushed by the world – maybe for some of you it’s now. God wants us to know he knows the past and the future, even when we feel doubt and despair. He wants us to know that he is with us when we feel far from him. He wants us to know he is there even when we don’t see or even sense his presence. He wants us to know the profound love he has for us – and that whatever issues we face, he is stronger, and he has a resolution!

God also wants to reveal to us his plan for redemption of the world. This is the whole theme of Scripture, and the reason for Jesus’ coming to earth. Think of the greatest sermon ever preached – to only two people! It was the day after the resurrection, and two of Jesus’ disciples were walking the road to Emmaus. Jesus joins them but is not recognised. They tell him of their woe in the death of their master. And does he simply tell them “it’s me and I have come back from the dead?” No, he said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” Think of it, the revealed word of God – Jesus – proclaimed – preaching- from the written word of God – scripture of God’s redeeming purposes and their fulfilment in Christ himself.

And here’s a challenge. Can you summarise God’s plan? Are you ready to be the proclaimed word of God, from God’s revelation to you, by Christ and the Bible, illuminated by the Holy Spirit? And here’s the challenge. Why don’t you try to summarise the story of God’s plan in your own words at home, for your edification be also for those you meet - to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15). I’ll put my attempt in the notes.

And finally God wants by revelation to know us personally. So John can say to us all “I write to you, dear children, because you have known the Father.” (1 John 2:13). God has not just chosen to reveal us facts, however breathtaking they are. We speak to him in prayer, he speaks to us in his Word, through Jesus, through others, and directly in prophetic revelation. As Jesus says in John 14:23 “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.” God doesn’t just have a plan for the world, he has a plan for our lives, and he wants us to know it. Let me tell a story of God’s personal revelation to a mother and her son. I pray that it may inspire us all to seek to hear revelation from him in our daily lives, in all the ways I have mentioned!

“The only person Monica loved more than her son was her God, the Lord Jesus Christ. When her son was a baby, she used to sing hymns to him while she was breastfeeding him. She dedicated him to the Lord and prayed that he would be a blessing to the Kingdom of God. Monica’s faith and her love were well known among the Christians in her city, and when her son grew up, his brilliance was equally well known. But so was his immorality and his hostility towards God. The young man became a University Professor. But he also lived a life of drunkenness, sexual immorality and challenging people’s faith with his cleverness at argument. Even highly trained Christian intellectuals couldn’t win points against him. Monica came close to despair several times but she would not give up. She kept labouring in prayer for her son to be saved. When he was still in his teens she had a dream, that she and her son were walking hand in hand in heaven. She was encouraged to pray yet more. Time passed but the son seemed to be getting further and further from God, more intelligent, more arrogant and more committed to evil than ever before. 

A famous respected and wise church leader visited Monica’s city to lead services. Because she was highly thought of among the Christians there, she obtained a private meeting with him. She told him how her prayers seemed to be counter productive, and implored him to speak with her son, but he refused. He knew that an attempt at persuasion would only harden his heart. She sobbed “how will my son ever be saved” but he replied affectionately “it is impossible for the son of those tears to perish” and the interview was concluded. Monica was encouraged by those words as she had been by her dream years earlier and continued to pray.

Nine years after Monica’s dream, her son was sitting in a garden, still an unbeliever, when he heard an audible singsong voice say “take it and read, take it and read…” over and over again, like a child’s nursery song. He looked around but saw no children and he had never heard a song like this before. He sensed that the voice was telling him to look at the Bible, which he had neglected since his youth. And where did he open it but at Romans 13:13-14 “Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”

His heart was transformed. His life turned on a sixpence. He was no longer to be Monica’s immoral son but became a hero of mine, one of the greatest theologians and champions of the faith in the history of the church, one who left a chair at university for fruitful ministry – Augustine. And a few years after he had been saved, his mother said to him “my son, for my part I find no more pleasure in this life”. She had been given the great desire of her heart, her son’ salvation. And nine days later she died.”

In that story we can see God speaking to the mother in despair prophetically by a dream, and then a prophetic, proclaimed word from the church leader. And always in his perfect timing, the Lord then sent an audible voice to the rebellious Augustine, and finally God opened his heart to transformation by the written word. The Holy Spirit spoke the final revelation powerfully to him, with the light of God’s word dispelling the darkness in Augustine’s soul.

Let’s wind up. We do not have a God who set the universe in motion, but who then ceased to be involved, leaving things to run themselves. He does not leave us with just nature to draw conclusions about him. No, he has sent his living word, Jesus to save us from sin and death, he has provides us with his written word, the Bible and has mandated all of us to proclaim that word, to be prophetic when he chooses to reveal to us. And through that revelation God wants us to know himself, to know his plan for the world, but most of all to know that he cares for us personally. As Peter says, God wants us to know that we can “cast all our anxiety on him because he cares for us” (1 Peter 5:7), like he did for Monica. My prayer for us all as we end is Paul’s prayer to the Ephesians (1:17) “I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better.” Let’s aim for 20:20 hearing, rooted especially in fervent prayer. And then, let’s be thankful for his revelation and worship him!

