GETTING TO KNOW GOD BETTER

September 13th, 2009 – Ephesians 1:17
Now, I’m going to give you some clues, and I want you to try to figure out who I’m talking about. As soon as you think you know, go ahead and shout out his name (I already gave you the first clue, a man). He was born on November 26, 1922. When he was in WWII, he wrote his son every day. One of his jobs was as a teacher.  He began every day by reading the paper, having a cup of coffee and eating an English muffin in an ice rink coffee shop. For the last 50 years, he has worked 365 days a year. His first work appeared in the Saturday Evening Post. He was given the nickname “Sparky” when he was one week old and is still called that today.  Many years ago, a girl with red hair broke his heart by refusing his marriage proposal.  Charlie was one of his teacher’s names. He died in 2000. With all this information, do you know who it is? That’s right, it’s Charles Schulz. After 50 years of writing the Peanuts cartoon strip, Charlie Brown will never smooch the red-haired girl or get his kite out of the tree again. 

Now, let’s see how well you know Charles Schulz’s work. Q. Who always pesters her brother to help her with her homework? Sally. Q. What breed of dog is Snoopy? Beagle. Q. With whom is Sally in love? Linus  Q. What is Lucy’s standard fee for psychiatric help? 5 cents.  How well do you know Charles Schulz? You can know a little bit about him by looking at his work ​ but you can’t know who He really is. Actually, the only way to know him is to build a relationship with him as a person. Likewise, the Bible teaches that God can be known. That’s astonishing, isn’t it? The God of the Universe has chosen to reveal Himself to us. He longs for us to know Him more fully, more accurately and more personally in our relationship with Him. Today let me lay some foundation for our new series!
THE BIBLE AND KNOWING GOD

POWERFUL SCRIPTURES: God’s Word speaks of the vital importance of knowing God. Here are four:
Psalm 9:10: Those who know your name will trust in you, for you, LORD, have never forsaken those who seek you. Our knowledge of God should lead to greater faith and obedience. Jeremiah 24:7: I will give them a heart to know me that I am the LORD. We were created to know God. He has put within each of us a desire to know Him. 
John 17:3: Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.  Our privilege and responsibility is to know God, it is what being a believer all is about. 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. You and I can always know God better than we do right now. 
POWERFUL QUOTES: Let me share what others have said about knowing God. Charles Spurgeon: Nothing will so enlarge the intellect, nothing so magnify the whole soul of man, as a devout, earnest, continued investigation of the great subject of the deity. A.W. Tozer: What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us…and the most important fact about any man is not what he at any given time may say or do, but what he in his deep heart conceives God to be like… the gravest question before the church is always God himself. J.I. Packer: What were we made for? To know God. What aim should we set ourselves in life? To know God. What is the best thing in life, bringing more joy, delight, and contentment, than anything else? Knowledge of God. Luther: The knowledge of God is twofold: one is called the knowledge of the Law, the other that of the Gospel; for God has given these two doctrines, the Law and the Gospel, that from this men may know him. We can see these as the Bible’s two S.O.S’s The LAW Shows Our Sin. The GOSPEL Shows Our Savior.
POWERFUL WARNING: It’s important to heed a warning issued by J.I. Packer in his book called, Knowing God: It is possible to know about God without knowing God intimately. This is the danger of sterile intellectualism. It’s easy for us to fall into the trap of thinking that since we know a lot of things about God that we must know Him well. Just because we’ve read the latest book, or been a Christian many years, doesn’t mean that we know God.  While knowledge about God is good and absolutely essential, knowing God is more than knowing facts about Him. God is a relational God is he not? It’s like trying to get to know your wife by reading her resume. It’s like having a relationship with the Postmaster General on the basis of one’s ability to lick a stamp. Hardly a life-changing experience. Luther said: This is the reason why there is indeed a very great difference between knowing that God exists and knowing what or who God really is. The first truth human nature knows, and it is written in all hearts, the second only the Holy Spirit teaches.
During a job interview, a woman was asked to give her name. She replied, My name is Lilly. When the boss wanted to know why she was named after a flower, she told him, My parents gave me that name because when I was born a lily fell on me from the sky. A couple days later, the boss interviewed a man for the same job. He wasn’t much to look at and had a very rough appearance. The boss asked, What’s your name? He gave a crooked smile and said, Piano. Names are important to us because they often do more than just identify an individual; they can actually reveal who a person is, and what he or she is like. God goes by many different names in the Bible. One commentator has counted over 63 found in Scripture. That seems like a lot but God is so awesome that the number of names we could use to describe Him is as endless as He is. These names provide us with some helpful insight!

Name in the Old Testament means “individual mark” and communicated an individual’s essence. Names didn’t just distinguish or label a person; they were often thought to reveal the very nature of an individual.  For example, Nabals, name means “fool,” and he lived out what his name meant. 1 Samuel 25:25: He is just like his name-his name is Fool, and folly goes with him. The pagan nations also worshipped false gods and so God gave us His name so we can know how He is different. His names describe His character. When we study what He goes by, we will actually get to know what He is like. While names are important in our culture, they were even more so in biblical times. Proverbs 22:1 tells us that a good name is to be desired more than great riches. In the New Testament, the word for name comes from a verb that means “to know.” To know the name of God means to personally know His personality. During this new series, it’s my prayer that we will not just know who God is, but that we will actually GET TO KNOW GOD BETTER than we do right now so that we may glorify Jesus Christ.

FOUR WAYS TO GET TO KNOW GOD BETTER
The first way is by relying on our IMAGINATION. Each of us carries around a mental picture of who God is. That picture is a collage of a lifetime of experiences, impressions and assumptions. The process begins early in life as we observe our parent’s ​ those seemingly all-powerful, all-knowing, ever-present beings who rule the cosmos of our home for better or for worse. As children, we instinctively project our view of our parents onto our impression of God. As we grow up, other information is added to our imagination of God. These include our experiences with churches ​ all the sights and sounds and symbols and sermons. They significantly shape our image of God ​again, either for better or for worse. As we mature, we keep updating our GOD database, by accumulating inferences from our teachers, from movies, from music, from current events, and from our own observations about life.

Everyone has an image of God. Some of us view Him as a Magnum PI God. One with a big stick who runs around policing the universe. Others envision a Mr. Goodwrench kind of God, who just fixes problems. Others imagine a Grandfatherly God, from whom seldom is heard a discouraging word. Reminds me of a man who was talking to God one day. He decided to ask God a question, How long is a million years to you? God: Like a second.  He asked another question, How much is a million dollars to you? God answered,, Like a penny. The man, excited now, asked his final question, Then, can I have a penny? To which God replied, In a second. Everyone has an image.

What is your view of God? What is He like to you? That’s why we’re spending the next several weeks in this series called, Getting to Know God Better. What you think about God may be the most important thing about you. 
It’s possible for us to think we know Charles Schulz because we heard an interview once or have read his comics for years. But, most of us have never met him. And therefore don’t really know him. In the same way, you and I have accumulated an imagination of God ​one that can be based on hearsay, or inference, or perceptions. Our knowledge of Him may only be second-hand. And our personal picture of God may be factual or faulty. Luther said: Therefore it goes about the matter in the clumsy way (human reason), ascribing the name of God and divine honor to what it imagines to be God but never hitting upon the true God but rather on the devil or its own notion, which the devil controls.  When we rely on imagination alone, we can deceive ourselves into thinking that we really know God, when we don’t. We may be in that place today! There are better methods for getting to know God. 
Instead of relying on human imagination, we rely on God’s INVITATION. Let me explain. Suppose I set as one of my life’s goals the desire to get to know Shaq or Joe Mauer (Albert Pujols for me) Where would I start? Their plate is full. They are busy with basketball and baseball careers. They probably have layers of security people around them. How in the world could I even hope to spend some time with them? I’d probably not even try because it would be too difficult and even presumptuous to think that he’d want to spend some time with me. There’s really only one way I could get to know these folks. It would be by their invitation. They would have to take the initiative. 
Friends, the same is true for God. We can’t begin to get to know Him unless He extends an invitation. Over the years, we have accumulated inferences and images of what God is like. And we may not want to disturb our carefully constructed conclusions; lest a change in how we think compels us to change the way we live. God understands our reluctance. So He makes the first move. Jeremiah 33:3 says, Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable things you do not know.  He extends an invitation to us ​ He wants us to call to Him and respond to His initiative. It is not we who makes friends with Him, but He who makes friends with us. To know God is to enter a relationship, which He Himself initiates. Will you accept God’s gracious invitation?

Now phase 3 of knowing Him kicks in. When we rely on God’s REVELATION.  Suppose you accepted an invitation to spend some time with Charles Schulz when he was living.  Imagine that you arrive to find him alone by his pool, wearing a Snoopy swimsuit. He invites you to sit down. He could tell you anything he wanted to because you are there at his invitation. He could choose to keep the conversation on the surface, or he could choose to tell you all about the little red-haired girl who broke his heart over 50 years ago. He could tell you about his alter ego, Charlie Brown. He could take his mask off and share with you things that concern him, dreams that he has hoped for, and experiences that bring him joy. Whatever He would say would be up to him. What you would know about him would depend totally upon his self-disclosure. In other words, you could only receive what he chose to reveal.

In a similar way, what we can know about God comes by way of His revelation. Thankfully, God has revealed Himself two ways: One way God reveals Himself is through creation. Romans 1:20 says, 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. There are no excuses. Creation says it all. But, this natural revelation of God is limited. We can know the power of God by observing His creation, but we can’t know His love. For this we need the Bible. 
God reveals himself through His Word. I John 5:13: I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. If you want to get to know God, you do it by getting to know God’s Word. One cannot possibly know God apart from knowing Him through His words. The more you know about the Bible, the more you will know about its Author.  Father, Son and Holy Spirit. How well do you know Him?  Luther said; Let everybody by all means beware of ever searching for God with his own senses and thoughts. Let him rather learn simply to attach himself to the Word, to hold it, and to judge and conclude in accordance with it. Then he cannot go wrong. We can get to know Him through imagination, which can be helpful but it can also be harmful. We really get to know God by His personal invitation and through His special revelation.
This leads to a final way to know God ​by personal INVESTIGATION. Everyone has an equal ability to know God. You don’t need a seminary degree. All you need is a desire to know Him. You see, the question is not so much, 

Do you know God, but how well do you know Him? Even for those of us who have been Christians for years, the adventure of knowing God never ends. Paul’s ongoing prayer shows that our pursuit of knowing God is to be on the front burner, all the time: 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. Permit God to correct your mental image of who He is. Allow Him to cut away any perceptions that are improper. Accept His invitation to personally know Him, and let Him reveal Himself to you in surprising new ways! 

Jim Baker, the televangelist who built the huge PTL empire spent 5 years in prison for mail fraud and for bilking his followers out of millions of dollars. In his book called, I Was Wrong, he admits that his whole view of God was faulty. As he recounts his spiritual journey behind bars, he finally comes to the conclusion that God sent him to prison for a very specific purpose. He had become so concerned with building a name for himself that he somewhere along the way forgot all about God. According to Baker, God sent him to prison so that he could get to know God for who He really is. If knowing God is that important, I wonder what He’ll have to do to get our attention?
What then should we do? Hosea 6:3 challenges us to …press on to acknowledge the Lord. To press on means to move toward the goal with undiminished vigor. It means to set your focus on knowing our knowable God ​better and let nothing get in the way. The blessings and benefits are out of this world. Listen to this blessing from Psalm 52:9:
I will praise you forever for what you have done; in your name I will hope, for your name is good.  If you struggle with discouragement, or despair determine to put your hope in Jesus. You won’t be disappointed. Our hope will grow as we get to know God better. Look up the following Scriptures this week to discover some more blessings. (Psalm 5:11 – increased joy; Psalm 25:11 – forgiveness; Psalm 124:8 – assistance;  Proverbs 18:10 – protection; Isaiah 26:8 – fully satisfied; Jeremiah 10:6 – power; Nehemiah 1:11 – spiritual growth; Micah 6:9 – wisdom; Romans 10:13 – salvation). This is your mission should you choose to accept it.

Let me ask you a question. Are you geared up to really know God, or are you content to just know a few facts about Him? This week memorize Ephesians 1:17 and make it your personal prayer. One pastor said: I can’t fully explain what it means to know God. I can use the terms, but it’s like defining a kiss. Webster calls a kiss ‘a caress with the lips; a gentle touch or contact.’ But anyone who has kissed someone knows that a kiss is really much more than that. You can’t explain it, but Lord have mercy, its good when you get it! I can’t fully explain what getting to know God feels like, but I know that you will like it when it happens. Let’s all agree to get to know God better together. 

Pray this prayer with me that originally appeared in A.W. Tozer’s book called, The Knowledge of the Holy (p 18).
O majesty unspeakable, my soul desires to behold You. I cry to You from the dust. Yet when I inquire after Your name it is secret. You are hidden in the light which no man can approach unto. What You are cannot be thought or uttered, for Your glory is beyond comprehension. Still, prophet and psalmist, apostle and saint have encouraged me to believe that I may in some measure know You. Therefore, I pray, whatever of Yourself You have been pleased to disclose, help me to search out as treasure more precious than fine gold: for with You shall I live when the stars of the twilight are no more and the heavens have vanished away and only You remain. Amen.
