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Sometimes reading these stories in the Bible 
can be frustrating, don't you think? It was so easy 
to hear, see, and know God’s will back then. Daniel 
literally sees writing on the wall. Isaiah speaks to 
angels. Jacob wrestles with God. Andrew is out on 
the street, simply standing around with John the 
Baptist and Jesus walks right by. It’s just not fair 
when you come to think of it. But these thoughts I 
have are mostly in my more petulant moments. 
Then I get to thinking and I remind myself… 

One of the great dangers in reading scripture is 
to act as if the stories in its pages are familiar, 
comfortable, and perfectly natural. It can strip its 
power, take its life, personality, and ultimately 
reduce its ability to speak God’s Word to us. 

It is something like the auroch which became 
extinct in the 1600s. They were mighty beasts that 
stood almost as tall as elephants, with lean, 
powerful frames and fearsome horns that would 
make a hunter think twice. They were prone to 
temper and just as likely to toss a human into the 
air with its massive horns as to look at them. But 
they were not hunted to extinction. They did not 
die out due to environmental change. Instead they 
were bred and domesticated out of existence and 
have become the modern-day cow! - a giant teddy 
bear if there ever was one. A poor sad fate for such 
a noble and primal creature. As much as a 
disservice it was to the auroch, it would be an even 
greater crime to believe we can domesticate God’s 
Word. 

(http://www.cnn.com/2017/01/09/world/auroch-
rewilding/) 

We have turned the Bible into a cow. 

Take this morning’s passage. Such texts have 
become so familiar that we read right past its 
shocking nature. We have a man, named John, who 
claims that God looks like a small fowl, a glorified 
pigeon no less. Two others meet Jesus and in an 

instant believe they have found the Lord. No long 
inquiries, no proof, just a feeling they have. 

Any such story that happened today would 
immediately raise our suspicions that 
hallucinogenic drugs were involved. 

One way to deal with such shocking events is to 
assume that, in those times, God acted differently 
than today.  

This theology is called dispensationalism. It 
teaches that the history of the world has been 
divided into dispensations in which God operates 
under different rules – for example: by law in the 
Old Testament and by grace in the New. But this 
runs counter to the Presbyterian understanding of 
scripture and the nature of God. 

Our reading of the whole of scripture teaches 
us that God is the same today as yesterday and will 
be in the future. This was a concept we explored 
during our Advent series on miracles. Jesus is the 
Lord of mercy and grace and, since Jesus is God, the 
God of the Old Testament is a God of mercy as well. 

Yet, this understanding only adds to the 
confusion. If God is the same today as yesterday, 
then why do we not see these grand displays that 
are reported in scripture? 

To begin with we must remember that the Bible 
was written in a very different culture than our 
own. Not only were there different languages, 
customs, and norms, but a very different 
understanding of the physical world. It is scarcely 
possible for us to appreciate how utterly distinctive 
their worldview was. 

Take for example the ancient philosophy of 
healing. Greek medicine centered on a theory 
called “humors”. Humoral theory states that good 
health comes from perfect balance of the four 
humors: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. 
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Within this theory some outrageous conclusions 
were drawn. The Hippocratic text, Young Girls, 
states:  

Many people choke to death as a result of 
visions, [especially] virgins who do not take a 
husband at the appropriate time for 
marriage…My prescription is that when 
virgins experience this trouble, they should 
cohabit with a man as quickly as possible. If 
they become pregnant, they will be cured. 

(http://www.encyclopedia.com/history/news-
wires-white-papers-and-books/medicine-theory-

healing) 

Apparently they believed “madness” was a 
result of excess blood. I think now we can see how 
important miraculous healings would have been, 
for certainly their medicine wouldn't be of any 
help! 

The ways in which the authors of the Bible saw 
the world was filtered through the lens of their 
time. That’s why the Bible describes the sky as 
being held up by pillars. They meant it literally. It 
was the common understanding of the time. Thus, 
their interpretations of God’s actions were seen 
through that same lens. 

It seems odd to us today that they describe God 
as walking, talking, and looking like a small white 
bird. But it leads us to wonder what exactly did John 
see when he described God as a dove? What did 
they hear? How, in fact, did God communicate with 
them? 

Knowing the answers to these questions can 
help us find God today. 

I fully believe God is at work, constantly 
reaching out to us. I bet many of you do as well. But 
it is not as simple to understand as the familiar 
Bible stories lead us to believe. It may surprise you, 
but I experience the presence of God in ways that 
to me are just as fantastic as those in the Bible. But 
trying to describe it makes me sound crazy! 

To me God’s presence feels like liquid light in my 
veins. Like the sun has replaced my heart and God’s 
spirit is pumping blessing through me rather than 
blood. I can best describe seeing God like a glimpse 

of the world through shimmering tears drops, tears 
that are made of liquid love, peppered with grace. 
During those moments there is a sense of tender 
calm and a wellspring of love for God. I have a 
profound and deep feeling of goodness in the world 
and in people. If I were a poet, I could convey my 
experiences more elegantly. 

These moments and emotions are as real and 
deep a feeling as any I ever have and, to tell you the 
truth, it happens all the time. Perhaps I am just a 
big sentimentalist, you might suggest. But when I 
hear people speak Portuguese, to me the most 
beautiful language there is, I feel God. When I hear 
a great lecture, filled with scholarship, focus, and a 
sheer quest for knowledge, I feel God. In stories of 
self-sacrifice, of strangers lending a helping hand, I 
know God is real. I even felt it watching True Grit, 
the remake of the classic western. In the cinematic 
climax when Jeff Bridges’ irascible and murderous 
character, Rooster Cogburn, runs through the night 
to save a snake-bit girl, I felt it. 

John the Baptist saw it through water. He could 
see it in the hearts of people. He could also see the 
darkness that lay within them. That was his blessing 
and his curse. People trusted him, so when he said 
Jesus is the Messiah, they believed. 

We have greater insight into a physical world 
but perhaps poorer eyes in the spiritual one. 
Because the Biblical authors describe God’s actions 
different from how we experience the world, we 
can be quick to dismiss these as stories as long ago, 
rather than a roadmap to finding God now. 

Learning to tune in to God takes effort. 
Remember the days when all television signals 
came through an antenna? Often it took some 
jostling of the rabbit ears and some tin foil to get 
the station to come in just right. One moment, the 
channel might just look and sound like white noise 
but, with the slightest of tweaks, it became crystal 
clear. 

We tune in to the presence of God, not with 
rabbit ears, but the Word of God. It gives us clues 
to find God today. 
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First, Jesus tells us he is with us to the end of 
the age. Knowing God is near makes the quest 
easier. We don't have to wonder whether or not we 
are on a hopeless quest - if we look hard and long 
enough we will find him.  

Next, God promises that Jesus can be found 
right here – in the church. That promise is found 
Revelation that tells us “Jesus walks among the 
churches”. When we gather in his name he is here. 
I cannot tell you how often during the week I am 
walking the halls, when in the midst of a 
conversation about the weather, suddenly, God is 
present. Just this week I received a letter of 
profound thanksgiving for the miracle of healing 
through God’s power in your prayers. I discovered 
another member’s story of the heartache of the 
death of a brother years ago; I imagine that meant 
times of wondering where God was. But the story 
was one of hope. God recently sent a special 
message that his life, even decades later, is a 
blessing to people he never even knew.  

God lives in these walls and it leads us to open 
and share what is in our hearts. 

Those fantastic events in the Bible may lead us 
to yearn for those times to return. But remember, 
when you find yourself asking why does God not act 
today, he does. Those times never ended. Like in 
scripture, it’s not always easy. But if you have 
patience you will see the face of God. Amen. 

 


