THE SELF REVELATION OF GOD

Given the immense time scale covered by the Old Testament books, evidence of beliefs about God being redrawn from time to time is to be expected. Be that as it may, the overall picture is consistent and quite clear in its main outlines – the God of whom the Old Testament speaks is an all powerful God, who’s concern extends not only to the world of creation, but also to the events of history and to the lives of individual people. 

1. WHAT DISTINGUISHES OLD TESTAMENT BELIEFS ABOUT GOD FROM THE OTHER IDEAS CURRENT IN THE WORLD OF THAT DAY?

(a)  God is invisible

Every nation with which Israel came into contact depicted its gods and goddesses as visible representations. Animals were the main way that deities were portrayed.  The Egyptians used many images drawn from the natural world, while the Canaanite culture used the image of a young bull, the symbol of life and sexual power to portray Baal.  There was nothing exceptional about this, and no matter where the origins of Israel as a nation can be placed, the cultural expectation would be that gods should have some form of tangible existence.  

It is not surprising that Israel should have taken it for granted that the same would be true of Yahweh, and much of the Old Testament narrative history is concerned with the tension between the cultural norms and the faith of Israel.  While Moses was on Mt. Sinai receiving the Law, His people were down below melting their gold jewellery to make a calf which could represent God and become a focus of devotion (Exodus 32:1-35).

But that became a relatively trivial matter when compared with what happened after the once great empire of David and Solomon disintegrated to become the two states of Israel and Judah.  At that time, the creation of two national shrines became a political, as well as a religious necessity.  King Jeroboam of Israel gave religious backing to his political stance by having golden bulls installed at the northern sanctuaries of Bethel and Dan (1 Kings 12:28-33).  It isn’t difficult to understand his reasons for doing so.  The population of his kingdom was ethnically and religiously diverse, with some of his subjects looking to the stories of the Exodus and the Sinai covenant as the inspiration for their faith, while others were giving their allegiance to the traditional deities of Canaanite culture.  King Jeroboam offered the more Canaanite elements of the people a religious image that appeared to represent their favourite god, Baal, while at the same time providing a substitute for the ark of the covenant which was now no longer accessible to worshippers in the northern kingdom, since it was kept in the Temple at Jerusalem.  Even the ark of the covenant itself had often been thought of as an empty throne that could give some visible form to the invisible presence of God – so why couldn’t these bulls be now regarded as mounts for the invisible Yahweh to ride on?
King Jeroboam received the unreserved condemnation of the Old Testament history writers for his actions.  Many people honoured these bulls as if the bulls were themselves God, rather than symbols, and as a result, Jeroboam became the king who “led the people of Israel into sin”  (1 Kings 14:16).

The belief that God is invisible is firmly embedded throughout the Old Testament.  Visual representations of God are prohibited in the second of the ten commandments (Exodus 20:4,5;  Deuteronomy 5:8,9) and passages like Isaiah 44:9-20 typically condemn idolatry out- rightly.

(b)  God is greater than nature

Most of the religions in the world of ancient Israel were the vehicle those people used to understand the power of nature and how if affected their lives.  The fertility of fields and flocks was bound up with the appearance of the rains at the right time of year.  This was the case in Canaan, the land in which the people of Israel emerged as an independent nation during the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages.  Though many features of the sagas of traditional Canaanite gods and goddesses (El, Anat, Baal) are unclear, it is clear that the activities of the gods personify the cycle of the seasons.  As an example, the story of how Baal dies and is then restored to life by the sexual attentions of his lover, Anat, has close connections with the apparent death and rebirth of the life of nature that took place year by year as one season succeeded another.  

The historical narratives of the Old Testament show how there was continual tension between the way the people of Israel degenerated in their worship, using rituals and practices taken from the worship of Baal, and the kind of worship that automatically reflected the nature of their own God, Yahweh.  The prophets and history writers were adamant that Yahweh was above nature, and not part of it.  They were emphatic that it was never acceptable to identify God with the forces of the natural world (Exodus 19:18; Deuteronomy 4:33,36; Psalm 104:2).
2.  SELF REVELATION AS THE BASIS FOR OLD TESTAMENT REVELATION

(a)  The necessity of revelation

The Old Testament assumes throughout that God must first disclose Himself before He can be known.  There are two main reasons for this:  


(i)  God is transcendent


      God is so far beyond humanity.  God can’t be seen (Exodus 33:20 cf. John1:18)

       or found by searching (Job 11:7).  Even if humanity had never


       sinned, it could never have come to know God without God’s revelation of
                    Himself.


(ii)   humanity is sinful


       Humanity’s ability to understand the spiritual realm has been dulled by

                    Satan (2 Corinthians 4:4) and sin (1 Corinthians 2:14).  False human wisdom

                    has filled man’s mind (Romans 1:21ff; 1 Corinthians 1:21).


       God continues to “present” Himself to His fallen world through creation

                     (Romans 1:19f; Psalm 19:1f), through His providential grace (Acts 14:17),


        and through mankind’s conscience (Romans 2:12-15) – but with negligible –


        response.

(b)  How God reveals Himself

The English word “reveal” is the most common biblical rendering of the Hebrew gala and the Greek apokalypto.  Both biblical words express the same idea – that of unveiling something hidden, so that it may be seen and known for what it is.  When the Bible speaks of revelation, the thought intended is one of God the Creator actively disclosing to humanity His power, glory, nature and character, His will, ways and plans ( = Himself), so that people might know Him.  The revelation vocabulary in both Testaments is wide, covering the ideas of making obscure things clear, bringing hidden things to light, showing signs, speaking words, and causing the people addressed to see, hear, perceive, understand and know.  In short, God speaks and acts.


(i)  God speaks


      The claim of the Bible, from beginning to end, is that God has spoken.


      The repeated refrain “And God said”, tells us how God called the 


       universe into being and instructed His creatures to live.  And the pattern

                    established in the opening chapters of Scripture is repeated with a dramatic


       range of variation, right through to the book of Revelation.  In law, prophets and 


       history, we read the spoken words of God.  The New Testament writers could 

                    call the Old Testament “the oracles of God” (Romans 3:2; Hebrews 5:12), 
                    because they believed them to be filled with God’s spoken words.


(ii)  God acts

       The Old Testament is distinguished from most other religious books covering


        the same or similar era by its great emphasis on historical stories. The

                     messages of the prophets as well as the history books themselves, all

                     declare that God is characteristically to be encountered in the varied

                     events of Israel’s national life.  Other nations in the world of ancient

                     Israel sometimes thought of their gods as being involved in political life, but

                     what distinguishes the Old Testament is that God’s activity is seen not 

                     in isolated incidents, but throughout the whole story. It is only because

                     God is at work that the history has coherence at all.


        Throughout the Old Testament, life has a beginning and an end, and

                     events happen not in a haphazard sequence, but as part of a great 

                     design based on the personal character of God.  The confident assertion

                     that God is encountered by people in the ordinary events of everyday life


        dominates the entire story, from the early accounts of the call of Abraham

                     and Sarah, right through to the apocalyptic visions of the book of Daniel.

                     God is the One who is in control of history. In bad times as well as good, all

                      that happens is dependent on God.

3.  MAJOR INSTANCES OF GOD’S SELF REVELATION


God’s revelation of His person and character in the Old Testament precedes and explains the revelation of His purposes.

(a)  Genesis 1-3

These opening chapters in Genesis will be touched on more fully in a later study. Suffice to say for now that the creation of the world was, and continues to be, a clear manifestation of the character of God.  He shaped it with an intimacy that expressed His extraordinary concern, and satisfied with its perfection, called it “very good” (Genesis 1:31).

Then, as recorded in Genesis 2, God personally gave Adam instructions for living in the garden.  But it was not until the harmony of the original creation had been broken by disobedience that a new revelation of God became necessary.  Revelation from this time on had to take on its special character of restoring this broken relationship. It had to become redemptive.

In Genesis 3:9 God comes to the man with the question “Where are you?”  Adam had pathetically tried to hide from God’s presence.  He was experiencing two related and completely new sensations for him – guilt and shame, both rooted in his never-before- experienced estrangement from God.  From here on, humanity will be afraid before its Maker.  Adam and Eve are hiding their nakedness, both physical and spiritual.  God’s question to them isn’t because He doesn’t know where they are, but is designed to draw Adam and Eve to Himself, so He can display another aspect of His character – mercy.  So from earliest time, God’s response to human sin is mercy.  His desire is not the death of the sinner, but his life.
(b)  Genesis 12

Genesis 12 begins with God calling Abram to leave his country and his people, and go to a land he would be shown.  He had been initially living in Ur of the Chaldeans, a centre for the worship of the moon god Sin.  Joshua 24:2 infers Abram’s family had adopted this pagan religion.

Leaving all his natural roots becomes the condition, that when followed, results in a series of amazing promises – promises that become the key themes to not only the rest of Genesis, the Pentateuch, but finally the whole Old Testament. 


(1) that Abraham will be given a land


(2) that he will become a great nation


(3) that he will enjoy a special (covenant) relationship with God


(4) that through him all the nations of the earth will be blessed

God’s concern is for all the nations of the earth, but their blessing can only come through an ongoing relationship between God and Abraham and his future seed.  This principle of separation from ‘worldly’ values to enjoy God’s favour will continue through both the rest of the Old Testament and into the New.

In a very real sense, Genesis 12 (the promise of a land, a nation, a relationship with God, and blessing to the nations), is God’s answer to Genesis 11 (the tower of Babel and subsequent judgement).  From the land of Babel, the curse of confusion, division and scattering, spread to affect the whole world of the nations of man. But from the land to be given to Abraham, and through the nation he would become, blessing would extend to the same global extent.  God’s answer to the international blight of sin was a new community, a nation that would be the pattern and model of redemption, as well as the vehicle by which the blessing of redemption would eventually embrace the rest of mankind.

(c)  Genesis 15 and 17 

In these chapters, God appears to Abram to formally establish His covenant with him (Genesis 15) and then to confirm it (Genesis 17).  These chapters bring out two sides of the implications of the covenant.  Genesis 15 fixes the basic pattern of grace and responsive faith.  Nothing was asked of Abram but to believe.  In the cutting of the covenant, all of the obligations fell upon God. Now emerge the implications, both in depth and breadth; in depth, because faith must show itself in a dedicated lifestyle; in breadth, because the whole nation must be sealed, down through the generations.
Inwardly the covenant was entered into by faith, while the outward sign was circumcision.

Inwardly, the covenant was continued in by a life of obedience. The outward sign of continuing in the covenant was a holy, dedicated life. So from the start, the relationship between God and His people has a moral dimension.  There is particular behaviour that is appropriate to a relationship with God. The inward/outward, entering in/continuing in aspects of the Abrahamic covenant will form the pattern for subsequent Old Testament covenants and clearly carry through to the New Testament.

In Genesis 17:1 God identifies Himself to Abram by the name El Shaddai.  For the Hebrews, as for so many groups of the world, a person’s name carried great significance.  Firstly, one’s character and one’s name (or condition) were interwoven.  In Genesis 17:4-6 Abram becomes Abraham (“exalted father” becomes “father of a multitude”), to reflect his new condition before God.  A second obvious significance of one’s name was the authority it carried.  To speak in another’s name was to speak with their authority.  Christ came and spoke in His Father’s Name (John 5:43), clearly inferring His Father’s authority. These two aspects (name = character, and name = authority), meant that to reveal one’s name to another, was to tell them much about yourself.  So when God revealed His name “El Shaddai” (God Almighty, where Shaddai = fullness, abundance, particularly when related to provision) to Abram, He was opening Himself up to Abram, allowing Himself to be known.

(d)  Genesis 28:13

Jacob has had a dream of a ladder extending up to heaven and God standing above saying “I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham, and the God of Isaac.”  Added to His name here is God’s relationship with Abraham.  He is the God who identified Himself with Jacob’s father and grandfather.  Then God gives a promise, “I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying”, a repetition of the covenant promise.

Pagan and primitive gods were often identified with a particular place, but the true God identified Himself with persons and events (Exodus 20:1,2).  The whole earth was His, but He would give part of the earth, the “chosen” land, to Jacob and his descendants.  Jacob’s reaction was one of great fear (Genesis 28:17), born of a combination of awe at God’s presence, his own spiritual insensitivity, and a profound sense of the state of his heart.  Jacob made a vow there that if God would remain with him, protect him, and safely return him to the land, “then the Lord will be my God” (Genesis 28:12).  Thereafter, God will make Himself known as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
These events are not the only significant ones in Genesis, but they express the foundation upon which the whole patriarchal history rests.  Take them away and the entire account makes no sense.  Secure in the knowledge that God had appeared to them and called them for a unique mission, lives of the patriarchs took on a significance far above that of not only their neighbours, but of every other person living at that time.

(e)  Exodus 3

This is one of the most striking and decisive moments in God’s self revelation.  In verse 2, God appears as the “angel of the Lord”.  Because of our sin, face to face encounter with man and God is impossible in this life (Exodus 33:20).  God has sometimes appeared through an intermediary (eg. Genesis 18), as is probably the case here.  He “describes” Himself as “the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob”  (3:6).  As Jacob before him, Moses responds in fear (3:6).  God tells Moses that He will deliver His people from Egypt using him as His instrument.  Moses wants to know God’s name.  God’s answer is “I AM WHO I AM” (3:14 = NIV, NASB).  Because the Hebrew is the imperfect tense, it could equally be translated, “I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE”.  God is giving a clear assurance of His continued presence.  The original Hebrew word that we translate imprecisely as I AM, is the tetragram YHWH and was considered too sacred to be pronounced.  In the 12th century AD, vowels were added to the consonants to give “Jehovah”, though “Yahweh” is certainly a closer rendition.  While YHWH carries the aforementioned sense of God’s continual presence, it can be distinguished from virtually all the other names of God because they derive from something God does.  Yahweh is His name, and more strictly, is God’s only “name”.  As He was the God of the fathers, so His presence will continue to be the guarantee of His promises.

(f)  Exodus 6:1-3

When Pharaoh does not respond to Moses’ request, God again assures Moses of His deliverance and as if to support His promises, identifies Himself “I am the Lord [Yahweh].  I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as God Almighty [El Shaddai], but by My name the Lord [Yahweh] I did not make Myself known to them” (6:3).  This scripture has created much conjecture, and on a surface reading, appears to contradict earlier uses of ‘Yahweh’ before Exodus 6.  But perhaps the best way to understand this verse is to see that God is not insisting on a completely new name, but a new understanding of His presence that will come to be associated with this name. The name Yahweh means the covenanting God, the God sustaining faithful relations with His people.  Fledgling Israel was about to experience the reality of this name in a way their fathers could never have dreamt of.  As He had promised earlier to do, God is saying He is now making Himself known as the God who remembers His covenant and brings it to fulfilment. Promises made to the patriarchs are about to be fulfilled.

(g)  Exodus 33:18-23

Moses had sought an assurance from God, that despite His earlier statements to the contrary (33:3,5), that He would indeed go up with the people on their journey into the promised land. God’s response is “My presence will go with you” (you = singular).  Moses’ persistence with his plea that this promise include the rest of the people finally gains God’s approval. Moses then asks to see God’s glory.  God refuses a more complete manifestation, not because God must be invisible, but because man in his sinful condition cannot see Him and live. But He does promise to make His “goodness” pass before him, and proclaim His name ‘Yahweh’.  God does not refuse absolutely to reveal Himself, but wishes to make known His character, His goodness.  This was precisely the revelation Moses and the people needed at this time – to know God’s mercy. The work they needed from God was a redemptive work. As if to illustrate this need, God passes by Moses and covers him with His hand (33:22) to protect him from His immediate presence (which Moses in his sin would have experienced as wrath).  In this very covering then, God is not hiding His glory, but showing it in a form that His sinful people can appreciate. 

God’s revelation is never arbitrary but always fits His redemptive purposes.  Throughout the history of Old Testament revelation, it becomes progressively clearer that revelation in a fallen world must have a redemptive character.  God must reveal Himself in terms of humanity’s sinful condition for the purpose of dealing with that condition and restoring them to fellowship.

(h)  Exodus 34:5-10

Here God descends in a cloud and stands before Moses to proclaim His name, “the Lord [Yahweh], the Lord [Yahweh]” (34:6).  Now the name is given additional content,  “… compassionate and gracious … slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (34:6).  But notice the purpose of this revelation was to give surety to the promises of the covenant (34:10).  He is a God who keeps steadfast love, but who, at the same time, will judge those who are guilty:  “Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation” (33:7).  His presence and love are unconditional, but they will mean judgement as well as blessing.  Again, as in Genesis 17:1, the moral response that God’s character demands is made clear.  It is this dimension that is made explicit in the law.

(i) Further self revelations
There are continuing self disclosures of God throughout the Old Testament, especially to the prophets. The prophets received their call through God’s direct, personal address to them.  In 1 Samuel 3:10-14, God calls Samuel, and without “introducing” Himself, announces that He is about to do a new thing in Israel - He will judge the house of Eli. Here again, the word of explanation precedes the event and gives it meaning. Amos explains that God does nothing without revealing it to His prophets (Amos 3:7).  In Isaiah 6:1-5, it is the revelation of the person and character of God that precedes Isaiah’s call as a prophet.   Ezekiel’s prophetic call begins with a vision of the likeness of God’s glory (Ezekiel 1:28). In every case, there is an element of surprise, sometimes fear, certainly shock. Because sinners are restless in the presence of God, these appearances needed to be protective, comforting and reassuring.  They had to be promissory. 

IN REVIEW


In all these appearances while God appears to people He is at the same time transcendent.  This can seem contradictory, that God is both present and distant at the same time, but only to us.  We never have the feeling that God doesn’t belong in this world.  On the other hand, He is high and lifted up in His character and being.  The world can’t contain Him. God’s appearances are concrete.  Over 60 times the verb for seeing is used in connection with God’s presence, “And God appeared….”, “And Moses saw…”  This is no vague spiritual awareness.  The experience is tangible and threatens to overwhelm.  When God enters a person’s life, it is we who are suddenly aware of our tentative and fragile existence.  Suddenly God is the real One and we are left unsure of our own solid reality.  At the same time, an encounter with God calls for a fully human response. Notice as well the character of God’s revelation to a person is a summons to follow, to obey. The emphasis is on command.  This core idea needs to be kept in mind to fully appreciate Old Testament revelation.  God is calling a people to Himself.  There is a great deal to be known about God and His purposes, but this knowledge is always emphatically linked to relationship, either with God or with His people.  
God never needed to prove His existence when He appeared.  It is not God who must prove Himself, but man.  We see around us every day how radically a person’s life and meaning are called into question when God is ignored.  The existence of God is a challenge and not a question.  In His self revelation God announced that since He is God, He will pursue His plans and purposes.  The complex of Old Testament revelation includes personal encounter, the giving of information and interpretation of events, and God’s mighty works. Together, these make up revelation.  But the most important element remains God’s personal revelation of Himself.  Revelation always leads to God Himself.  As Israel responded in faith to His Person, she understood more of the words and works of God.  Knowledge in the Old Testament is always personal, and leads to relationship as well as to objective understanding. God’s revelation of Himself demands ultimately not assent, but a life of obedience.  God calls us to understand His words, but He summons us to obey His voice. 
(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness,
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