‘Who are you?’ Sermon by Allister Lane 28th August 2011, 

as part of the service celebrating the 400th Anniversary of the King James Bible.
Exodus 3:1–15
John 1:1-18

“As the snow falls from heaven

and the rain comes in showers from the sky,

this is my Word.”

We know a bit about snow falling from the winter weather recently!

...but what is this ‘word’ which the choir has sung about, which is likened to falling snow?

Well, when we talk about ‘the word’ or ‘the word of God’ we might be saying a number of things.
On the cover of today’s bulletin is written ‘The Word Revealed’.

And the association is with open pages of a book.

One way we talk about ‘the word’ is about the Bible, the scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. Today, as we celebrate 400 years of the publication of the King James Bible, we are celebrating a great literary accomplishment ....but surely something much greater as well?
The King James Bible represents the availability in the English language the wonder of God revealed.  The specialness of the King James and the Bible in general is that it reveals God to us.
When we say ‘we believe in the Bible’, we don’t mean that we place our faith in a book.

Our faith is not in a book, but in the God we learn to know in it.

The Bible then is a witness to God. 

It bears witness to who God is, what God has done, and the nature of God’s character.

It identifies God who is alive, who rules and judges, who seeks and saves.

These words written by human writers; at different times in history; 
in different languages, are very human-looking; 
the words of the Bible reflect their writers' education (or lack of it), their local environment and culture, their ancient views of geography, physics, and astronomy.
For all the poetic beauty of some parts of the Bible, the words are very human and reflect the obvious human involvement in their writing. When the words of the Bible are said to be inspired by God, this does not mean they fell out of the sky.

The Bible is a collection of encounters with a self-revealing God through the experience of human history. We know God from God’s self-revelation to others.

And despite the variety of time and people, we can detect a consistency in God’s revelation. Throughout the history of Israel, Moses and the prophets, the people of God come to know who God is. Through the story of the Bible we come to understand a God who is identifiable; and the only reason we can do that is because God wants to be identifiable.

While looking after sheep in the desert, Moses is encountered by God through a burning bush.

Moses said, ‘I must turn aside and look at this great sight...’

In curiosity Moses turns away from the usual toward the unusual.
This is a revelation of God in an encounter with the man Moses.

This is a revelation of God that is consistent with God’s encounter with others: ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’

This is a revelation of God who is interested in people: ‘I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry...’
This is a revelation of God who is interested in involving people in his plans and purposes:  ‘...come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.”
So through many varying encounters God is revealed through the history of Israel, which all comes together, all centred on one person – Jesus Christ.
The New Testament, then, focuses exclusively on Jesus as the fulfilment of God’s revelation.
Such is the fullness and clarity of this revelation, Jesus said “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father" (John 14:9).

The New Testament is a witness to Jesus and his unique identity.

All four Gospels bear witness to the life of Jesus as God’s Incarnation. 
Yet all do so with different emphasis.
Think about how each Gospel starts...
· In his Gospel, Mark begins the witness with Jesus’ Baptism by John in the Jordan River.

· Going back further, Luke’s Gospel begins with the birth of Jesus to the virgin Mary.

· Going back further, Mathew’s Gospel traces Jesus’ genealogy way back to Abraham.

· But it is John’s Gospel that goes all the way back, to the beginning of Creation!

We heard read this morning...

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God.”

Jesus’ identity as ‘The Word of God’ is unmistakably connected to God and constantly part of God’s activity. And yet (as we heard in the reading from John) his own people did not know him for who he was.
God, the Creator of heaven and earth is revealed to us in the Jewish man who was the friend of dishonest business people, prostitutes, and social outcasts! 

In the man condemned to die by capital punishment between two thieves! 

In this man God is speaking, acting, personally present.
As the embodiment of God’s self-revelation, Jesus is called ‘The Word of God’ (with a capital ‘W’).

And so in addition to the Bible, we talk about The Word of God in reference to Jesus.

As I said before the relationship between them is that the Bible as ‘the word of God’ (with a small ‘w’) bears witness to Jesus ‘The Word of God’ (with a big ‘W’).

The Bible is a witness to God; Jesus is the full revelation of God.
As John’s Gospel puts it: “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son,* who is close to the Father’s heart,* who has made him known.”
The third and final way we talk about the word of God is what we experience for ourselves in the shared faith of the Christian community – the Church.
The word of God is present in the Bible readings, and also in the preaching, and in Baptism and Communion.

Through the activity and power of the Holy Spirit we experience God’s revelation in our midst.

God speaks to us in the all-too-human words of the minister, through the use of plain old tap water, supermarket grape juice, and sandwich-slice bread.

On the face of it, it seems unlikely and perhaps too unexciting to be God speaking to us (after all I’d be the first to acknowledge my preaching is no ‘burning bush’!)
But really, we are all wasting our time if we don’t expect that God is faithful to his promises to be present by his Holy Spirit as we worship together. In all we do in worship we expect the word of God to be revealed, increasing our understanding of God and ourselves.

Although it may not ‘feel’ like it, we trust God is at work calling, renewing, forgiving, nourishing, helping, and guiding us.

In fact going by the biblical witness we’ve had so far, we should expect that the word of God is present and at work in our lives in a disguised, indirect way. 
God comes to us in the ordinariness of our world; and if we want to meet God, it must be in the world  -  not making a vain attempt to escape our earthly human existence to ascend to the heavenly heights.

As we listen to the words of a book written in human language, growing out of the experiences of an ancient human people; 
as we focus our attention on the story of the words and deeds of an ancient Jewish preacher; 
as we participate in the life of an all-too-human and sinful community gathered in his name to listen to that book; 
as we interpret all the events of our lives and the world around us in the light of this book, this man, and participation in this community

 – there God promises to be revealed to us. 
"Only" in a book written by human beings. 
"Only" in a human being named Jesus. 
"Only" in a very questionable community of people. 
But "only" in these worldly ways, God really reveals God's self and acts in our lives.

(pause)

We heard how Moses says to God ‘Who am I?’ 
“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”
But Moses’ question goes from ‘Who am I?’ to ‘Who are you?’
And such questions, whilst perhaps impertinent, are about identity of God and of us – and exactly what we hope the word of God will address.

God’s answer to Moses’ question ‘Who are you?’ is “I shall be who I shall be."

This fully safeguards the mystery of the divine being and the freedom of his action. 

Only a God who is of such transcendent nature and power is worth affirming.

Yet the name conveys certain constants: 
God's nature is not arbitrary or inconsistent. He is the one who can be affirmed as the living God. God is the one who take initiative in all circumstances.

The "I" is relational: it presupposes the "you" of his people. 
Thus he who is inexpressible in his transcendence is, nonetheless, the eternal one who commits himself to constant encounter and relationship with his people. 
Who are you?

God is not just the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob: the promise in the past is continually renewed and moves forward through God's personal action to its fulfilment in Jesus (the Word made Flesh), and presence with us through His Holy Spirit.

May we be attentive to the Word of God speaking to us.

Amen.

