   1/15/06 Sermon:  “Surely the Lord is in this place!”
     ( Genesis 28:10-17; 1st Corinthians 10:1-17; John 1:43-51 )
***********************************************************
     Three weeks ago today we celebrated Christmas.  We celebrated the merciful miracle:  the eternal Son of God entering our world as a baby who would grow up to hang on a cross in our place of damnation.

     Imagine what it was like for those who were close to Jesus!  Imagine how Mary and Joseph must have felt when they held God in their arms.  Imagine how the Shepherds felt when they found the baby who is “Christ, the Lord.”  Imagine how the Magi must have felt when a star guided them to the baby who created all the stars.  Imagine what it was like being so close to God!  In addition, our 3 Scripture readings for today tell us about other people who had close contact with God.

     In our Old Testament reading from Genesis chapter 28 we hear about Jacob, the grandson of Abraham.  God had told Abraham that through his offspring all nations would be blessed.  God meant that one of Abraham’s descendants would be the savior of sinners.  God’s promise continued with Abraham’s son, Isaac, and with Isaac’s son, Jacob.  In our reading from Genesis we heard God say these words to Jacob:  “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring.”
     However, before God said this to Jacob you may recall that God had given Jacob a glimpse of who this savior would be.  God gave Jacob a dream in which he saw a stairway reaching up to heaven with angels swarming up and down.  At the top of the stairway was God.  What did this mean?  Was the stairway for us to use to climb to heaven?  No!  The stairway was for God who would descend to earth as the descendant of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

     We see this promise fulfilled in our Gospel reading from John chapter 1.  Listen again to what Philip said to Nathanael:  “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote – Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”
     They did not yet know that Joseph was only Jesus’ adopted father.  They did not yet understand that Jesus was the “Word made flesh” who is the eternal Son of God the Father.  But Jesus gives them a glimpse of this mystery when He says to Nathanael:  “…you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”

     Jesus wanted them to remember Jacob’s dream and believe that God had now descended to earth as the descendant of Jacob.  In addition, after Jesus’ death and resurrection, Nathanael and the other Apostles would see this same Jesus ascend back into heavenly glory.  What a sight that must have been!  Imagine how they must have felt!

     I have a question for you.  How do you feel when you hear about these people who had such close contact with God?  Let’s be honest.  Sometimes we’re tempted to think:  “This isn’t fair!  Those people were so blessed.  Jacob had a vision of heaven.  Mary and Joseph held God.  The Shepherds and the Magi were able to worship in the presence of God Himself.  The Apostles walked with God and heard Him preach.  They had it so good!  It was easy for them to believe.  They had close contact with God.  But what about us?!  God is not that close to us!  No wonder it’s so hard for us to believe.”

     So, do we have a legitimate complaint?  Not really.  Why not?  Allow me to give you 2 points from Scripture that will show why we’re sadly mistaken.

     First, having a hard time believing in God has nothing to do with Him being close or far away.  You see, Scripture teaches that we sinners don’t want to trust God because we prefer to trust ourselves.  We don’t want God too close because we don’t want Him to mess up our plans.
     We have an example of this in our Epistle reading from 1st Corinthians chapter 10.  The Apostle Paul tells us how God was very close to His people when He led them out of Egypt.  God was present in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  God parted the Red Sea and led His people safely through on dry ground.  Paul goes on to say that Christ Himself accompanied them on their journey to the Promised Land.  They should have said, “Surely the Lord is in this place!”  Instead, they found ways to pretend that God didn’t exist.

     They engaged in rebellious sins even though God was very close to them.  They worshipped false gods.  But we do the same when we rely on anything other than God – money, popularity, recreation, drugs, food or family.  They engaged in sexual immorality.  But we do the same in more ways than we care to admit.  Remember, Jesus said that lust in the heart is adultery before God!

     They tested God when they engaged in rebellious acts and didn’t think that God knew or cared.  But have you ever thought, said or done something sinful without even considering that God witnessed it and that His heart was breaking?  They grumbled and complained against God.  But have you ever said to God:  “Why me, Lord?  You’re not fair!  I don’t deserve this!”
     We are no better than those Old Testament people who had a hard time believing God even though He was close to them.  This text convicts us all as a hypocrites before God.  Now you see that God being close doesn’t necessarily make it easier for us to believe.  We sin even though God is close to us!

     But we may be tempted to excuse ourselves by saying:  “But God really isn’t that close to us!  Those people back then had no excuse.  God was right there in their midst.  But God is so far away from us.  It’s easy for us to forget about Him.”

     My friends, this sinful self-justification takes us to the second reason we are sadly mistaken.  Remember what Jacob said?  “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I was not aware of it.”  Did you hear that?!  The Lord IS close to us!  We sinners are simply not aware of His presence because we allow trivial things to distract us from the Truth.
     In fact, we Christians in 2006 who live in Jamestown need to understand that God is actually closer to us than He was to Jacob or Joseph.  How can this be?  Remember what Paul said after he told us about God’s judgment upon His ancient people?  Paul said:  “These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come.”

     Paul is writing this to us who live after Jesus’ ascended to heaven.  You are the ones on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come!  Even though Jesus has ascended into heaven, He is actually closer to us than ever before.  He is not only WITH us always, as He promised.  Jesus actually lives IN us!  We are now His Temple!

     Jesus clothes us with Himself in the waters of Baptism.  Jesus’ words enter our ears and eyes when we hear and read His Word.  But most of all, today Jesus gives us His Body and Blood to eat and drink.  Paul talks about the precious gift in our Epistle reading.  The Body and Blood of Christ unites us with God and with each other.  Jacob and Joseph never had that!

     But how should we feel now that we know how very close God actually is?  Jacob was afraid when He realized that God was close to him.  The Shepherds were afraid when the glory of the Lord surrounded them.  Mary was afraid when she was told that the Lord would be in her womb.

     Why were they afraid?  They were sinners like us!  God knew their deeds and their secret, sinful desires.  Would God condemn them?  No!  God told them NOT to be afraid.  God had come close to save them!  God sent them the Savior.  God sent them the Seed of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who is Christ, the Lord.
     Now that you know the Lord is surely in this place and even lives IN you, are you afraid?  Do not fear!  God has come close to save you!  That’s why Paul told us about those ancient people who ignored God and received judgment.  They were not condemned because God enjoyed punishing them.  God sent Jesus for them, too!  They were condemned because they would not repent and trust the God who had come close to save them.

      Paul is saying that it doesn’t have to end that way for you.  Sinner though you are, you can come to God with your sin and know that He has come near to save you.  We are ALL in this place as sinners who deserve God’s wrath.  But hear the Good News:  “Surely the Lord is in this place!  He has come near to save us!”

     Jacob received a dream about God descending to earth.  Jacob was afraid.  God comforted Jacob with the promise that his descendant would descend from heaven to save him and all people.

     Surely the Lord is in this place!  This is good news for sinners who are terrified of God’s wrath against their sin.  God has descended to be your Savior!  Go to Jesus with your guilt and fear, and know that you are forgiven and have the hope of eternal life with the God who longs to be close to you.

     Surely the Lord is in this place!  This same Lord will accompany you when you leave this place and He will journey with you all the way to the True Promised Land – eternal life with God in the New Creation we will receive when Christ returns in glory!  Until then, always remember:  “Surely the Lord is in this place!”  Amen!
