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Genesis 9:8-17			Ephesians 3:14-21			Mark 6:45-56

What do you think God is like?  Do you have an image of him in your mind?  Could you describe him in ten words?  How about a hundred?

We have trouble understanding or describing God because our brains are messed up by sin and don’t work the way they are meant to.  We even have trouble understanding what God says plainly about himself.  It seems like even if he was standing right in front of us, we wouldn’t be able to describe him very well.  Actually, if we did see God as he truly is, it would kill us.  It says so in Exodus 33:18-23

Moses said, “Please show me your glory.” And [God] said, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The LORD.’ And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy. But,” he said, “you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live.” And the Lord said, “Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my face shall not be seen.”

Have you heard this story from the Bible?  I like it – partly because it’s kind of weird, but also because it’s so interesting… it tells us a lot about God.  Moses does indeed see God’s back.  It happens in the very next chapter.  Here’s Exodus 34:6-8

The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and the fourth generation.” And Moses quickly bowed his head toward the earth and worshiped.  

There is so much interesting information here.  As God passed by, he wasn’t really saying “the LORD”.  He was actually saying his name – the name he gave Moses from the burning bush.  He said “I AM”, which we sometimes say in sort of Hebrew: “Yahweh”.  The writers of the Old Testament wanted to be respectful of God’s name and not misuse it (thus breaking the Second Commandment), so they never actually wrote it down.  Instead they wrote “Lord”.  Our modern-day Bible editors use all capital letters to let us know when this is happening, and it is indeed happening in Exodus 34.  God is actually saying “Yahweh” or “I AM” when he passes in front of Moses.  

After he said his name, then God said a bunch of things about himself: “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” – I love that list.  God is awesome!

And then we get the next words: “but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and the fourth generation.” Here is one of those things our human minds have a problem understanding.  God punishes children for their parents’ sin?  That sounds wrong.  It doesn’t fair.  It doesn’t seem loving. 

But think about it… this is how sin actually plays out in the real world.  It’s messy.  The sins of parents are hurting their children all the time.  And childrens’ sins hurt their parents.  And brothers and sisters hurt each other.  And friends.  And strangers even.  Sin has consequences.  God doesn’t remove them.  He allows these natural consequences to happen.  In this way, sin does echo through generations.  Our sin does affect our children and their children.  

But here’s what’s good.  God is Just.  His Law never changes.  The Law points us to the Gospel.  Because of the Law, we realize that something is wrong with this world – we do hurt each other with sin.  Then God brings us to the Good News.  God told that good news to Moses when he passed by.  We are sinners, but “God [is]merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin”(Exodus 34:6)

This story from Exodus isn’t the only thing we know about God.  God is telling us about himself all the time.  The whole Bible is about him.  All of our readings for today help us better understand who he is.  

In Genesis and in Mark, we see God’s power specifically over nature.  

The Genesis reading is the end of the familiar story of the Flood.  This story is a graphic example of what we were talking about earlier – God’s justice.  The consequence for sin would be a world-wide disaster.  All life on earth would be extinguished.  God killing everyone and everything?  Again, we see power and consequence difficult for us to comprehend.  

But the Flood ultimately isn’t about God’s judgment – it’s about God’s love.  He had the right to destroy all of his creation – it had gone wrong.  As Creator, he could have scrapped it all.  Instead, he preserved the animals on the ark.  And on top of that, he saved a bunch of sinful humans.  Noah and his family were sinners of course.  They deserved death as much as the rest of the world did (as much as we do).  But instead, God saved them.  Why?  Not because they deserved it, but because he loved them.  This too is hard for us to understand, but we’ll get to that in a few minutes.

Our reading from Mark shows God’s power over nature too.  In the first instance, Jesus walks on water.  He had fed thousands of people with a small amount of food, and then as the disciples were traveling by boat, he came walking by – on the water.  Listen to that part of the reading again.  This is Mark 6:48-50

And about the fourth watch of the night he came to them, walking on the sea. He meant to pass by them, but when they saw him walking on the sea they thought it was a ghost, and cried out, for they all saw him and were terrified. But immediately he spoke to them and said, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” 

There’s an interesting phrase there.  Verse 48 says: “He meant to pass by them”.  It kind of sounds like the story from Exodus 34 – God passing by his friends and showing his glory.  This Jesus is the same God who passed by Moses.  But now his friends don’t need to fear death in his presence.  Jesus says so: “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.” 

Next in the reading from Mark, Jesus displays God’s power over nature by healing everyone who came to him for help. Mark 6:53-56

When they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret and moored to the shore. And when they got out of the boat, the people immediately recognized him and ran about the whole region and began to bring the sick people on their beds to wherever they heard he was. And wherever he came, in villages, cities, or countryside, they laid the sick in the marketplaces and implored him that they might touch even the fringe of his garment. And as many as touched it were made well.

What an interesting contrast between the reaction of the disciples and the reaction of the people in Gennesaret.  The disciples “were utterly astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened.”  They did not understand how powerful God is.  The people of Genessaret, on the other hand, were being healed for touching even the fringe of Jesus’ garment.  Such faith!

We can hardly blame the disciples though.  We struggle to understand God’s power, and we even know the Easter story.

Understanding the kind of power that created the universe, or the power to destroy the world with a Flood, or the power to walk on water, or to instantly heal sickness – this is certainly hard.  But as hard as it is to understand God’s power, it’s even harder for our human minds to understand God’s love.  

This is what today’s reading from Ephesians talks about.  God loves us so much, he sent his own Son to die.  It’s incomprehensible really, but it’s true.  In fact, it’s the ultimate Truth – the one thing that really matters for us to know about God.  He sent Jesus because loves us.  He says it again and again:

Romans 5:8
but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Ephesians 2:4-5
But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ

1 John 3:1
See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are.

John 3:16
For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.

And even though we hear it again and again, we still have trouble with it: How can God possibly love me, after all I’ve done and said and thought?  I’m a horrible person.  It’s only 10:30 in the morning, and I’ve sinned a bunch times already… and these are sins I’ve committed innumerable times over the course of my life.  How does God not get sick of it?  How does his love not run out?

That’s what God is telling us about himself throughout the whole Bible: he’s telling us about his inexhaustible, immeasurable, incomprehensible love.  We may not be able to understand it when we look at God passing by in all his glory, but we can understand it when we look to Jesus.  This is how we understand God’s love – through Jesus.  Ephesians 3:17-19  

so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith—that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

Knowing Jesus helps us know God’s love, and knowing God’s love fills us with the fullness of God.  This is what it means to be a Christian: to know God’s love.  It fills us so full, that we overflow with love for others.  This love that we show to others can be as incomprehensible as God’s loving actions toward us.  Jesus said such strange things as “love your enemies” (Matthew 5:44) and “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13).

All of this is and will continue to be hard for us to understand.  But there will come a day when it all makes sense to us.  There will come a day when we will be able to see God as he truly is and not die.  1 Corinthians 13:12

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known.

In heaven, we will finally be able to describe God – in ten words, or a hundred.  In heaven, we will completely understand just how powerful he is.  But even better, we will completely understand just how much he loves us.

May God grant it for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.

