8th February 2009

Isa 40:21 -31
Does God live in a box?

Introduction

I would like to pick up on some of Angela’s sermon from last week, when she talked about our relationship with God. You will recall the sermon was entitled ‘Celebrating a loving relationship’ and we explored what that meant for us as individuals. Towards the end of her sermon Angela mentioned that our understanding of God can be distorted by misinterpreting the OT and also distorted by our own view of the relationship we had with our own fathers.

This distortion can limit our understanding of who God is, and if we limit God in that way, there is a tendency to squeeze him into something smaller like a box or compartment; God is found only here or on a Sunday or when I find time for him. So does God live in a box?

Expectation then can be unsettling, when we are confronted by another reality. A story struck me this week which illustrates this; Everton and Liverpool were playing live on ITV – adverts are normally programmed in at set times for normal pre- recorded TV. However with a live event adverts are inserted at the director’s discretion. During extra time, the only goal was scored but at that crucial moment ITV went to the adverts and viewers had to be content with shots of the replay after the adverts.

For the viewer the expectation is that the director inserts the adverts at an appropriate point during the game. In this case they weren’t and as a result the viewer missed the important highlight. The viewers expected to see the whole match goals included but only saw part of it. 
So when we realise that God can’t be contained in this box or compartment we’ve put him into, how effective can the resulting freedom be? 
What can we learn from Isaiah?

In this prophesy God makes it quite plain that he can’t be contained as he reveals his majesty as Creator. And he challenges any complacency by referring to what he has revealed about himself and he does so in a series of questions; ‘Do you not know? Have you not heard? Has it not been told you from the beginning? Have you not understood since the earth was founded? 

And the enormity of that revelation sweeps across the heavens and into the fragility of important people. God exercises his dominance to bring the powerful down in spite of any temporary splendour or might they may possess.    
Having restated his supremacy, God throws out another challenge; ‘To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal…? Lift your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? This challenge is the prophet’s return to an earlier one in verses 18-20 when apparently the Israelites in exile were beginning to compare God with the idols of their captors and were tempted to see God as a failure.

The sign of that thinking is revealed in their complaint that they are not being heard or understood. In countering that complaint God uses the same language as before (verse 21); ‘Do you not know? Have you not heard?’
The reality of God as Creator and Redeemer is all around them if only they would listen, look and remember. What God says is that it should be enough for you not to place restrictions on him or confine your understanding of him.
The whole point of this argument has been to confirm God’s incomparability and omnipotence and to show that it is not a theoretical subject for debate. The final promise is that God’s creative power is focussed on those who placed their trust in him.
The Word of God

Where can we take this view of God? The Word of God which we read in scripture refers to God’s total revelation of himself; in other words, God speaking to humanity in words or ways that make sense. If God’s Word is to be effective in our lives, he then must first be taken out of any box or compartment we’ve put him into.

Then other possible hindrances must be forcefully put to one side. We are subtly subjected to the pressures of the world – materialism in its many forms, not least of which is the creation of wealth and the hold that has on our lives. You only have to scan the newspapers to see the effects of that around the world; a collapsing infrastructure in Zimbabwe where cholera has been allowed to spread while the president sends his son to an exclusive private school. Or at the other end of the spectrum, to recall the appalling case of baby P in London where social conditions and lifestyles are allowed to flourish unchecked; contrasted that with the debate of bonuses being sought by some in the banking world.
On Monday night we were in the West End, in places normally teeming with people hurrying to shows or going home. Because of the snow it was a different world – so quiet. The contrast struck me quite forcefully – we are all too often in so much of a hurry. The psychiatrist Carl Jung once said, ‘Hurry is not of the devil, it is the devil.’ It’s almost as if we need to run because our lack of hope about tomorrow makes us frantic for today. The Biblical scene of Martha and Mary sums this up - are you a Martha or a Mary?

Another hindrance is our independent spirit fuelled by an individualistic culture, which resists external authority. In other words I do what I want not what God or anyone else wants; I accept what is meaningful to me and reject the rest. The authority of scripture is replaced by human reason and social trends resulting in a concept of God that is fashionably acceptable. 

The final hindrance I would mention is an understanding of God that never leaves the head for the heart. There can be a lot of Bible reading and liturgical knowledge but until we accept that the Word of God is living we will never move from that position. If we take our passage from Isaiah as a case in point, ‘What is God saying to me right now through this passage? Or extending this idea to our wider lives; ‘What is God saying to me right now through this person or event in my life?’
To free God from the boxes or compartments in our lives is to release him to do with you what he wants. The decision as always is ours – but unless we do then we will never move from the position we have now and we will never fulfil our full potential in Christ.
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