GETTING TO KNOW GOD BETTER

#9 Yahweh is There
November 15th, 2009 – Ezekiel 48:35


During WW II, a US marine was separated from his unit in the Pacific Islands. Alone in the jungle, he could hear enemy soldiers coming his way so he looked for cover. He found a cave and crawled inside and prayed, Lord, if it be your will, please protect me. Whatever your will I love and trust you. Amen!  The enemy drew closer and he noticed a spider begin to build a web over the front of the cave. He thought, What I need is a brick wall and the Lord sends me a spider web. God does have a sense of humor. He then realized that with the spider web over the entrance, his cave looked as if no one had entered for quite a while. A spider web in the hands of the living God is stronger than a brick wall. That soldier experienced God’s presence in his life in a surprising way!  God is very present and active in the lives of His people! A ninth characteristic of God is found in Ezekiel 48:  Yahweh is There!
What Did This Mean Under The Old Covenant?
God’s people are living in a foreign land and they wonder whether God had left them completely. When we come to the last section of Ezekiel, we read about plans associated with the rebuilding of the Temple. It had been 14 long years since the Temple had been destroyed and the people were no doubt dismayed and discouraged. The Temple symbolized God’s presence among His people. God is promising that one day the temple would be restored.        The very last verse of Ezekiel says the city would be called Yahweh Shammah – The LORD IS THERE!
The only time this name is used is in this passage. The word “There”, however, is interesting. You will never guess what it means in Hebrew: … “There.” That’s right – there means there. Profound isn’t it. The Ball is over there. Not here, there. So the name the “Lord is There”, means, the “Lord is There”, speaking about some location. Whatever else we can say about this passage, it is essentially a prophecy about the promise of God’s abiding presence.

To understand the significance of this name you have you pause and think about what this meant for the people. 
The Israelites believed God was a present God – He physically was THERE. Beginning in the Garden of Eden God was in a relationship with His creation.  God walked thru the garden in the cool of the day with Adam and Eve. They had everything – security, love, acceptance, innocence, perfection and an intimate relationship with God. Face to face contact. What an amazing experience that must have been to be there with God. But their communion was destroyed by an act of rebellion forcing God to throw Adam and Eve out of his garden – out of his presence. 
In the Garden, God was THERE  – but after the fall – everything changed!


The proximity of our contact changed. After the fall, the closest the Israelites came to dwelling with God was his presence in the tabernacle and temple. His presence was located in the Ark of the Covenant in the holy of holies. King David was eager to build a permanent place for God but was not allowed to. Instead, his son Solomon had the privilege of constructing a place for God’s name to dwell. Using enormous resources, this project took over 7 years to complete. The temple symbolized the fact that God was there for his people, and yet Solomon recognized that a building could not contain the awesome glory of God in 1 Kings 8:27: But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have built!
The nature of our contact changed. Instead of walking intimately, hand in hand with our Lord now he could only be approached through the priests. Only the High priest could enter the holy of holies and that was only on one special day. No one could touch the ark of the covenant or dare to approach the place where God dwelt. There was no longer friendship, love and intimacy but fear and awe. Being in the presence of God meant coming into the tabernacle or temple to offer sacrifices. God presence though was still limited to the holy of holies. And so the ordinary person could only approach God through the work of the High Priests. It is hard to build a relationship with God from a distance!
A pastor asked a husband what has been the secret to being married 50 years. Man said: I treat my wife with respect and take her traveling on occasion. On our 25th anniversary I took her to Beijing, China. What do you plan on doing for your 50th anniversary? He said, I’m going to go get her. Hard to build a relationship from a distance isn’t it?

After Solomon’s reign, God’s people had a family feud and split into two kingdoms. The Northern kingdom was Israel and the Southern Kingdom was called Judah. In 723 B.C. Israel was overrun by the Assyrians never to be heard from again. Around 607 B.C., Babylon invaded Judah. They allowed Judah’s kings to continue to rule, but only if they paid great taxes. This happened for about 10 years until Jehoiachin decided to host the Jewish version of the Boston Tea Party and stopped paying taxes. Finally, because of their disobedience, God mobilized the Babylonians to come and attack Jerusalem, and 400 years after it was constructed, the Temple was destroyed.

The people were deported to what is modern-day Iraq. Its likely Ezekiel was taken captive in this invasion.

What happened in Judah to bring them to this place? (Ez. 44:4-8) First, they lost the wonder of His majesty. They became more concerned with what God could do for them instead of what He could do through them. They put God in a box and actually thought they could keep Him there. It was like they had a Jeannie in a bottle – calling on Him only when they needed Him. Second, they bought into the lie that in comparison to the pagans they weren’t that bad and that all the pagans were doing wasn’t so bad after all.  Finally, they mistakenly believed their outward religious expression was more important than the inward condition of their heart. They thought as long as they brought a sacrifice whether acceptable or unclean – that was enough. 

The people reasoned that without a temple, there was nowhere for God to dwell. Not only had they been dragged off into slavery, but their God has also been forced to leave because his dwelling place had been destroyed. There does not seem to be much hope! We know that God is not limited to time or space and so the destruction of the temple didn’t really matter – God was with them whether they had the temple or not, RIGHT? Hold on, a minute, this is condemning the Israelites too quickly. Without the temple, they couldn’t offer the sacrifices demanded of them by God. Without the sacrifices, they couldn’t be forgiven. How would you feel if all of a sudden, God said – Sorry, I’ve decided to revoke the offer of forgiveness achieved through Christ’s death. Sorry you’ll have to find some other way of getting right with me. You would probably be concerned about your eternal wellbeing wouldn’t you? This was why the Israelites were concerned – the temple was essential to the health of their relationship with God. 

Here is where God steps in graciously to encourage Ezekiel and those faithful ones in exile. He showed Ezekiel a vision of a new Jerusalem, a city with a glorious temple in it where sacrificial system is reinstated. Ezekiel sees God’s glory return to take up residence in this temple and the climax to his vision is that the “Lord is There”. God’s presence would be absent for a time only.  History shows that the second temple was rebuilt by Zerrubabel 56 years later and temple worship was restored. Though the Ark of the Covenant was never returned to the temple, God’s people saw the temple as the place where God was present.
How Does This Apply To Us Under The New Covenant?

On that day, the heavy curtain that separated the holy of holies from the other part of the temple was torn from top to bottom. There was no longer any barrier to keep men out of the holy of holies or to keep God in. This event occurred at the exact moment that Christ died on the cross outside of Jerusalem. From that point on, New Testament Christians began to see the temple differently. Yes it was still a house of Worship and a place of praise and God could be found there, but there was another temple in which God took up residence. Four brief thoughts:
Yahweh Shammah is Jesus.   John 1:14: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. The word “dwelling” is connected to the word tent / tabernacle. John 2:19-20 Jesus referred to himself as the “temple” of God. In fact, this comment enraged His enemies so much that they brought it up at His trial in Matthew 26:61: This fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild it in three days. God’s presence is no longer restricted to a place but was fully evident in the person of His Son. That’s why He was referred to as “Immanuel” in Matthew 1:23, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah, as “God with us.” 
Yahweh Shammah is preparing a place for us. Jesus said in John 14:2: In my Fathers house are many rooms…I am going there to prepare a place for you. The word rooms means dwelling places. Jesus is speaking of permanence. John in Revelation 21:1-3: I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. Kind of comforting to know there are many dwelling places.
Yahweh Shammah dwells in us. When Jesus declared that He was the dwelling place of God, the people were blown away. This next truth is equally profound. Those who are baptized in Christ become temples of God!
We are now God’s temple and he dwells in you and me …Eph 2:19-21: Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household,  built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.  In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord.  And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. In Ephesians 3:17 Paul prays that this Jesus would dwell in our hearts through faith.  Dwell means to settle down, to set up housekeeping. It implies a permanent residence. I lived in four different residences growing up in Colorado. Dorms in college & seminary. Nine different residences since pasturing since 1985. The best news of all is knowing that Christ dwells in my heart through faith.

God displays His beauty and glory today through believers, and as such, we must treat our bodies carefully and make sure they are dedicated to His purposes. This is spelled out clearly in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20: Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body. The way we live should declare to the world that Jehovah Shammah is present within us. Or to say it another way, the world will learn about God based upon the way we are living. That’s a weighty responsibility. How are you honoring God with your body?
         Yahweh Shammah gives confidence for daily living. While most of us live in the present, some of us are fearful of the future. I’m thankful that God is an ever-present help for trouble today, and I’m also glad that Jehovah Shammah has the future covered. In an article called, The God of My Future Problems the author begins by defining God’s “prevenient grace.” This literally means the grace that goes before. In every situation of life God is already at work before I get there. He is working creatively, strategically and redemptively for my good and His glory in order to accomplish His purposes.

         While I am struggling with the challenges of today, God is at work providing solutions for the things I’m going to face tomorrow. He’s working in situations right now that I haven’t even faced yet. He’s preparing them for me and me for them. Or to say it another way: While I’m living in Sunday, He’s already in Tuesday. Are you worried about next week? Chill out. He’s already there. How about next year? Don’t sweat it. He’s got it covered. Since God is already in the future, you can trust Him today and put your hope in Him for tomorrow.
Julie Pennertz was driving on one of those snowy Minnesota nights. She was on a winding country road with zero invisibility. She prayed to God to help her navigate in the blizzard.  All at once, a snowshoe rabbit with frosty white fur darted out in front of the car. The rabbit would not get out of the way as she inched the car forward. The rabbit darted back and forth about three feet in front of her car.  She honked the horn but instead of hopping away like a rabbit would, he sat still and stared at her. A bright light seemed to come from out of nowhere. The ground shook. A massive freight train roared by just a short distance beyond the stubborn sitting rabbit. On these country roads, rail crossings have no gates, no flashing lights. No way for a tired driver on a foggy winter’s night to be warned of a speeding oncoming train. Except for a rabbit that behaved the way no normal rabbit ever would. 

In her book, The Hiding Place, Corrie ten Boom tells about an incident that affirmed God was with her during World War II. Corrie and her sister, Betsy, had been harboring Jewish people in their home, so they were arrested and imprisoned at Ravensbruck Camp. The barracks was extremely crowded and infested with fleas.  One morning they read in their tattered Bible from 1 Thessalonians the reminder to rejoice in all things. Betsy said, Corrie, we've got to give thanks for this barracks and even for these fleas. Corrie replied, No way am I going to thank God for fleas.  But Betsy was persuasive, and they did thank God even for the fleas. During the months that followed, they found that their barracks was left relatively free, and they could do Bible study, talk openly, and even pray in the barracks.  It was their only place of refuge.  The guards never entered their barracks because of those blasted fleas.

It would be enough if God simply walked with us through the events of life. But He does much more. He goes ahead of us, clearing the way, arranging the details of life, so that when we get there, we can have confidence that God has already been there before us. Knowing that God holds the future in His hands should provide us with confidence today. When we allow the burdens of life to rob us of confidence come boldly to the throne of grace. Receive the body and blood of Jesus who is indeed present in, with, and under the bread and wine forgiving our sins and giving

us confidence for the daily grind of living.

Thank God this week that Christ dwells in your heart by faith. What does it mean in your life today that He is preparing a room just for you in heaven?  Where do you need confidence in your life to live for Christ today?
Reflect on the promises about the presence of God this week. Claim these as your own as you trust in Jesus Christ: 
Zephaniah 3:17: The LORD your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing. Matthew 28:20: And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.  Affirm God’s presence in your life by declaring GOD IS THERE:  When you feel alone…When you get bad news … When your child makes bad decisions…When you wonder why you hurt so bad…When you’re tempted to do something wrong…When you make a mistake…When you can’t pay your bills…When you’re afraid about the future…GOD IS THERE!  AMEN!
