The Truth About God (Psalm 96; 10/2/08)
Introduction

Does the truth matter? While travelling to Nigeria, the flight stewards went through the safety procedures. They pointed out the emergency exits. In an emergency the question of the truth about those doors would matter! School children received their mid-term reports last week. They could have been telling their parents that they have been doing really well at school, but the report reveals the truth! But what if the teacher had lied, writing ottimo instead of non-sufficente? That would matter! Or what if you have an x-ray? You want the machine to reveal the truth about your condition. What if the doctor came and said all was well when he knew it wasn’t. Would the truth matter then? In every area of life, truth matters – and matters of faith are no different. You don’t want to believe a lie, do you?    

Today I want to begin a new series on the central truths of the Christian faith. I am basing it on the doctrinal basis of the church, which is a helpful summary of Christian truth. The opening summary statement reads like this:
1.GOD: There is one God, who exists eternally in three distinct but equal persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. God is unchangeable in his holiness, justice, wisdom and love. He is the almighty Creator, Saviour and Judge who sustains and governs all things according to his sovereign will for his own glory. 

I want to use Psalm 96 as the way into this subject on the truth about God. It’s a song summoning all the earth to praise and worship God. But the writer doesn’t just say, “Let’s worship God!” He gives us many reasons why God is worthy of our worship. As he mentions them, a wonderful picture of God’s nature emerges. So what is the truth about God?
1) He is both Eternal & Personal – the LORD (v1-3)
Who are we called to sing to? We are called to praise the LORD. He has a name! God revealed it to Moses at the incident of the burning bush. Moses was a shepherd in the desert, having fled from Egypt. A burning bush attracted him, and God spoke to him from it, telling him to go back to the Israelites in Egypt. “What if they say, ‘What is his name?’” Moses asked. God replied: I AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say…’I AM has sent me to you’ (Exodus 3:14). The words I AM are expressed in Hebrew as Yahweh (Jehovah), and written in English bibles as the LORD. What does it mean? It means that God is independent and eternal – like the burning bush that never burned up. But he is also personal: he speaks to Moses, and describes himself as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
Before we left Nigeria, we were shown the huge rock on the outskirts of Abuja, towering high above us and overlooking the city. It seemed to have been there forever – before the road, the hotel, the houses and the new golf course they were constructing nearby. But the hotel and houses stood empty. Why? Because of a genuine fear of evil spirits in the area. People were too afraid to live in the shadow of the rock.

In the bible God is described as a rock – eternal and unchanging: let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation (Psalm 95:1). Unlike us, God doesn’t change; he doesn’t have moods; he is reliable and dependable: from everlasting to everlasting you are God (Psalm 90:1). This makes God unique, set apart from everything else. But notice that it is possible to come near to him, not with dread but with thanksgiving and joy (Psalm 95:1-2). In fact the whole plot of the bible is about what God has done to draw people like you and me into a loving, joyful relationship with him. This is the marvellous truth about God! Have you discovered him? He is not far from any one of us (Acts 17:27).
2) He is both the True and Creator God (v4-6)

Why is the LORD great? What makes him different from other gods worshipped by other peoples? – the gods of the nations are idols, but the LORD made the heavens. God as creator is affirmed throughout the bible. Some have suggested that God made the world (and people) because he was lonely. That cannot be true. Genesis 1 gives hints that God exists in more than one person. Both God and the Sprit of God are mentioned (1:1-2); and later we hear God speaking: Let us make man in our own image (1:26). This becomes clearer in the NT. At Jesus’ baptism the Spirit of God descends like a dove upon him, and a voice from heaven says: This is my Son, whom I love (Mt 3:17). So we have the Father, Son and Spirit captured in one event. God wasn’t lonely; he existed in a loving, triune relationship. He’s the true and almighty God. The creation displays his splendour and majesty (v6).
I am reminded about John Brand, a doctor who has devoted is life to the treatment of leprosy sufferers. They pioneered an operation linking the movement of the mouth to the eye-lid, so that lepers would be able to blink and avoid infection. He also restructured deformed hands. Brand agreed with Isaac Newton that the existence of the thumb alone is compelling evidence of the Creator, such is the design and usefulness of that one digit!

You might say that of course you believe in God as creator. So when were you last moved to worship God by something in creation? When did you last notice the splendour and majesty of his work? When did you last praise him for the strength and glory of his sanctuary (universe)? It’s one thing to observe the wonders of creation - whether the snow-capped mountains or the beating of your heart – but what is the proper response? It ought to produce praise and worship to our great Creator: O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! (Psalm 8:1) 
3) He is both Beautifully and Terribly Holy (v7-9)

If creation declares God’s majesty, the bible reveals the splendour of his holiness. What does this word holy mean? It describes God’s character – his moral perfection and purity. He cannot tolerate evil or sin in any way. God’s law reveals his holiness (e.g. sexual purity, truthfulness, generosity). This creates a great problem for us, since we are not holy, but sinful. God is our greatest need, but our sinfulness is our greatest barrier to knowing him. Perhaps that is why the psalmist mentions the need for an offering. A price needs to be paid for our sin. That is why all the earth should tremble before him (v9). God’s unchanging holiness is both beautiful and terrible.
Isaiah 6 provides a vivid illustration of this. In a vision he ‘sees’ the LORD, high and exalted. The seraphs (perfect beings) express reverent worship. But what’s Isaiah’s response? – Woe to me! I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips and live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty. Perhaps, as a prophet, his lips were his best feature, but not before God. Only a coal from the altar (of sacrifice) can atone for his sin, and take away his guilt.
Have you been affected by God’s holiness? It should affect the way you worship him. There’s a splendour about him. We cannot approach him casually. Is it right to turn up to church at any time? Is it right to begin our worship with clamour and without reverent thought? God’s holiness shows us the need for Christ’s death. Before we get serious about God we may think hat we are OK; better than most, perhaps. But when we see his holiness we see our imperfection and sin, and our need for atonement, which God has provided through the sacrifice of his Son. God’s holiness shows us how he calls us to live as his children: but just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in al you do (1 Peter 1:15). No place for lust, lies, cheating or coveting. 
4) He is both King and Judge of the World (v10-13)  

The message for the nations is: The LORD reigns; the world is firmly established, it cannot be moved. This world remains firm because the living God is on the throne of the universe. He hasn’t wound it up, like a toy, and let it run wherever it pleases. He’s the King. But what about the future? He will judge the word in righteousness and the peoples in his truth. This is the wonderful climax of the psalm. The fact that there will one day be a judgement, and justice will be done, is the cause of great rejoicing (v11-12). In the OT the king was also the final word on judgement (c.f. Solomon). If you had a just king, that would be cause for great rejoicing. This is the truth about God!
I watched two films on the flight returning from Nigeria. Both of them are linked with these themes. The first was called The Day After Tomorrow. A scientist warns the US government about the dangers of global warming and an on-coming environmental crisis. Sure enough, huge storms hit the northern hemisphere, followed by freezing temperatures. Many people die; millions flee. The film ends with the US president addressing the nation with a message about humility, and the need to care much more about the world. But there was no reference to God, or any expression of repentance towards him.

The message was clear: we are in control of the world, and we have the power to ruin or reign over the world! The truth about God confounds this view. God is reigning over this world, and he will bring about an end when he sees fit. Of course, we are to care about the environment, but let us not be fooled into thinking that human beings, governments and nations have the final word! The LORD reigns. That’s why the world is firmly established. People are becoming anxious about global warming; we should be more concerned with the King of the globe!

The second film was about a young woman who was looking forward to her wedding day. She and her fiancé are walking in Central Park when they’re attacked by a gang. She’s badly beaten; her fiancé is murdered. The film shows her recovering from injury, but frustrated by the lack of justice. So she buys a gun and begins to take the law into her own hands, shooting thugs and criminals, and eventually her husband-to-be’s killer. The disturbing thing was what this sense of revenge was doing to her. It was controlling her, destroying her. And as you watch the film you want justice to be done, but you know that it isn’t being done in the right way.
All over the world the demand for justice cries out long and loud. Although there are courts and systems of justice, we do not always see justice being done. Why do we cry out for justice? Why is one of the first phrases we learn: “That’s not fair!”? Because we have been made in God’s image. But a day is coming when justice will be done and be seen to be done. The judge will not be corrupt or misled. He will have perfect knowledge of every case. God will judge the peoples in his truth. That is why the creation bursts into song.
You may be a victim of injustice. Someone has treated you badly and has never been brought to justice. You could be destroyed by the desire for revenge. But the bible teaches us to love room for God’s wrath. God sees everything. God judges everyone. But what about you and me? If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins [and he does] who could stand? (Psalm 130:3). If God is holy, how can we survive standing before him? Can we claim that we have never sinned? Can we say that we have loved God and our neighbours perfectly? The only hope for us is that someone stands in our place, and take’s the judgement. That is exactly what he has done for us in Jesus Christ: The only way to be able to stand before this eternal, holy, King and Judge. Let us respond to this great God in worship, faith and love!

