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Why we believe

Have you ever had a season in your life when it just seemed the Lord was
distant? You're going through the motions, but the connection is just not there. That
was true of me in the last few weeks, maybe longer.

In part because of that sense of dryness, Linda and | decided to take a prayer day
last Monday, something we haven’t done in too long. We spent the afternoon at Bakers
Mountain, spending time alone and with each other, reading Scripture, reading
elsewhere, journaling, praying for ourselves and our family, and for you.

On our way home, | received a text and then a call from Pastor Paul with some
startling news. The infant son of Allan and Diana Williams had died — we later learned
from SIDS. Jack was less than twelve weeks old, and up until last Monday a healthy,
normal, smiling baby with red hair and the brightest blue eyes you could imagine.

| wrote Thursday’s funeral meditation based on what | heard Allan pray on
Monday night at the hospital: “God, we trust you.” The next day Diana said she wanted
me to make clear the Gospel because if even one person would follow Jesus as a result
of the service at least something good would come out of it. So the message was titled,
“Why We Believe.” Why would one of the most devastating losses we can imagine
cause them to say, “We still believe, and we want others to join us in believing?”?

L A printed copy of the funeral is available from office@corinthtoday.org. The service was also live-
streamed at Facebook.com/CorinthReformed and is still available on that site for viewing.
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The reason why | have to connect today’s sermon to the passing of Jack Williams
is not only because Allan and Diana’s grief has consumed my heart and mind all week.
It’s also because today we come to the last of eight sermons on the book of Ezekiel in
the Old Testament. Ezekiel wrestles with the same question: Why We Believe.

The last four words in Ezekiel’s book are “The LORD is there.” Really, Ezekiel?
Your book is about the death not of one child, but of who knows how many — dozens?
Hundreds? It’s about the aftermath of a war that made 9-11 seem trivial in comparison
if we can imagine it. |1 don’t mean to downplay 9-11, but in terms of its impact on a city
and nation, what Ezekiel was dealing with was closer to Hiroshima. The whole city was
leveled and obliterated. There were survivors, but if they were not deported they were
left hopeless. The nation was humiliated and would not recover for centuries. One
might even argue that Israel didn’t fully recover from 586 B.C. until A.D. 1948.

That’s what Ezekiel addresses, yet he concludes, “The LORD is there.” Where,
Ezekiel? How can you say that in light of all that happened? How can we believe?

A temple tour

If | were to preach an expository sermon and stick to Ezekiel 48:30-35, it would
be a very short sermon. Here’s the summary:

e The city is a square, about a mile and half on each side, totaling six miles
around the entire perimeter.

e Each side has three gates, designated as “exits,” and named after the twelve
tribes of Israel.

e The name of the city will be “The LORD is there.” In Hebrew: Yahweh-
Shammah.

We need context, so we begin with chapter 40, Ezekiel’s final vision. Let me
remind you of two facts about Ezekiel.

First, he was a priest before he was a prophet. Until he was age 25, he lived in
Jerusalem with the expectation that at age 30 he would become a priest and his life
would revolve around the temple in Jerusalem. Those plans and dreams were shattered
when he was in the second of three waves of captives removed forcibly from Jerusalem
and exiled to Babylon.

Second, Ezekiel loves theater and visuals. He sometimes uses words, but not
always. On one occasion he just lay on his side for over a year without talking. On
another, his wife died and he didn’t grieve publicly but didn’t explain why. When Ezekiel
did use words, his words formed pictures in the minds of those who heard or read his
words. He described intersecting wheels with eyes all around, representing the
omnipresence and omniscience of God. In last week’s text, he described a valley dry
bones coming to life. Ezekiel would have loved virtual reality technology. His entire
prophecy is more about what you see than what you hear.



These two facts about Ezekiel — that he’s a priest and that he loves visuals —

coalesce in this final vision that stretches across nine chapters. Remember, this part of
his book is the part about restoration and hope. Here’s how it breaks down:

40:1-4. Ezekiel dates this vision. It’s been 25 years since he was deported from
Jerusalem, 20 years since his first vision and the call to become a prophet, and
14 years since Jerusalem fell. He’s 50 years old. He’s transported to a “very high
mountain” back in Israel, his homeland, and from that vantage point he sees a
city. He also meets a dark-skinned tour guide with a 10-foot measuring rod in his
hand, and a linen cord that is apparently for measuring longer distances. Ezekiel
is told to look, listen, and pay close attention — then tell the people what he saw.

40:5-42:20. The tour guide uses his measuring rod to show Ezekiel precise
measurements of the temple in the city. Like Ezekiel, the tour guide almost
never talks. He guides and gestures and measures with his rod. He measures
walls and gates,
and alcoves and
porticoes and door
jambs. It’s all very
precise, and
Ezekiel’s record of
it reads like a
verbal blueprint.
The first time the
tour guide speaks,
this is all he says:
“This is the Most
Holy Place” (41:5).
The second time:
“This is the table
that is before the LORD” (41:22). When he describes the rooms for the priests,
he offers a slightly longer explanation. When he finishes the whole tour, he
notes that the entire temple area is about three football fields (my term, not his)
square.

43:1-12. Ezekiel is brought to the east gate of the temple. The last time he was
there the glory of God had departed (chapters 8-11). Now he both hears and
sees the return of God’s glory. He hears a roar like Niagara Falls and sees a
radiance like a million spotlights. The sound and the light move through the gate
and fill the temple. It had left because of idolatry; it returns because the place is
now holy again - most holy!

43:13-44:31. The measuring rod comes out again to measure the altar where the
sacrifices will be made. That part of the vision ends with the Lord saying, “The



priests are to present your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings on the altar.
Then | will accept you, declares the Sovereign LORD” (43:27). Don’t miss that: “I
will accept you.” Forgiveness is back! After that, Ezekiel is introduced to a
prince, Levites, and priests — those who are in charge of this new temple.

e 45:1-48:29. The remainder of the book S S ?7{,: i\mm
expands Ezekiel’s vision beyond the temple A e -
to the city and even the whole land of s, 5 .
Israel. Offerings and feast days are restored
in chapter 45 and 46. A river flows from
under the temple down into the Dead Sea,
bringing its water to life so that fish become
plentiful and fruit trees line it. (This is the
Valley of Dry Bones Part Il.) That land is
divide with equality and justice among the
twelve tribes, and the temple itself is
surrounded with land for the priests. That

part is governed by the prince himself.

e 48:30-35. Finally, Ezekiel describes twelve gates where those who have been
accepted by God with their offerings can exit the gates freely to return to their
homes anytime they want after they have brought their offerings in the city.

The whole vision is about worship, access, security, equality, leadership, and
abundance. It is everything that Ezekiel’s priestly heart would long for. It’s like showing
a chef the most modern kitchen, or a golfer the supreme course in the world, or a car
dealer the most durable, sleekest, most comfortable car ever imagined — and it has his
brand on it. For the priest, Ezekiel 40-48 is what Paul describes in Ephesians 3 —
“exceeding abundantly beyond all we can ask or imagine.”

The God of the future

But what does it mean to us? As you can imagine, and as | said the last couple of
weeks, there are several theories. Now that I've come to the end of the book, I’'m going
to do what | didn’t do before and take a position. As | do, | need to say that it’s OK with
me if you already have an opinion and it differs from mine.

The main division of opinion is over whether Ezekiel’s vision of a new temple
ever was or still is intended to be taken literally. For some, there’s too much detail here
for it to be only prophetic symbolism. | respect this position because it emerges from a
desire to take the Scripture seriously and not limit the power of God.

But it’s not my position. The reason | don’t believe it is literal is because the rest
of the Old Testament and then the New Testament do not treat this vision literally.
When the people return from exile, nobody says, “Ezekiel gave us the blueprint. That's



what we have to build.” When Herod rebuilds and expands that temple, nobody says,
“Wait, Herod, that’s not what Ezekiel said we have to do.” When Jesus prophesies the
destruction of Ezekiel’s temple, he doesn’t say, “This one has to go so we can build the
one Ezekiel described.”

The closest New Testament parallel to Ezekiel’s vision is found in Revelation 21-
22. John also presents a perfect city, but his is a cube not a square —and it’s much
larger than Ezekiel’s city. It has gates of pearl and streets of gold, and the Bible ends
without an explanation of what happened to Ezekiel’s vision. Most significantly, John
says that heavenly city has no temple, “because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb
are its temple” (Revelation 21:22).

The New Testament vision of the ideal temple with everything necessary for
remission of sins is Jesus. John says, “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among
us” (John 1:14). The writer of Hebrews connects “the Most Holy Place,” the “city of the
living God,” and the “altar” to Jesus (Hebrew 10:19; 12:22; 13:10). We don’t meet God
in a particular city. When we ask, “Where is God?” the New Testament answer is never
a temple. The answer is Jesus, and he says just before he ascends to his Father, “l am
with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

So | tend to agree with interpreters who believe Ezekiel is no more speaking
literally here than he was when he saw a valley of dry bones come to life and form an
army. God is giving through Ezekiel a priestly vision of a perfect world — where God is
worshiped properly, people are treated fairly, sins are remembered no more, and
complete order and fulfillment are evident everywhere. Ezekiel himself must have
been thrilled at that version of a vision that God promises he will always be there.

Ezekiel’s temple is not about the future; it’s about the God of the future. The
main point of Ezekiel is that “This God is our God.” Ezekiel’s book is not about the
destruction of Jerusalem or life among the exiles or the future return home. It’s about
the God who operates in and through and over all of that.

Ezekiel’s book is about the power of God, about the glory of God, about the
justice of God, about the love of God, about the desire of God for repentance when his
people sin, about the provision of God of faithful leaders, about the promise of God to
restore life when there is hope. It is ultimately about the God who is there.

Ezekiel’s message is so relevant for the church today. We don’t need new
mission statements or better planning. We don’t need bigger buildings or better
programs. We don’t need to win elections or regain spiritual power in the culture.
What the church needs and what you and | need is the knowledge of God — who he is
and what he’s like. Ezekiel keeps pointing disillusioned exiles up, up, up to the Creator,
the Judge, the promise-maker and promise-keeper. And his surprise ending reminds
them, “He is there.”



Ezekiel probably did think his vision would all be fulfilled in the only way he could
envision it, literally — with perfect walls and rooms and leaders and sacrifices and
unpolluted water flowing from the throne. Jesus comes along and tells us that even
though there is still a kingdom to come, the reality of forgiveness and friendship and
hope and joy can start right now. We don’t have to wait for a future city and temple to
declare, “The LORD is there.”

In your worst pain, the Lord is there. In your strongest moment, the Lord is
there. In your deepest sorrow, the Lord is there. In your greatest joy, the Lord is there.
In your worst disaster, the Lord is there. In the long road to recovery, the Lord is there.
In your present, the Lord is there. In your future, the Lord is there. In your finest acts of
kindness and justice, the Lord is there. In your worst sin and rebellion, the Lord is there.
The words of Psalm 139 become a New Testament personal reality for those who know
Christ: “Where can | go from your Spirit? Where can | flee from your presence? If | go up
to the heavens, you are there; if | make my bed in the depths, you are there.”

There’s yet another way the New Testament uses the word “temple” with its
accompanying truth that “The Lord is there.” The Apostle Paul writes in 1 Corinthians
6:19, “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit.” Believer in Jesus, wherever you are, you
are the answer to the question, “Where is God?” Do you know this? Do you know God
well enough to represent his presence well in a world that so desperately needs him?
Do those around you see in you his glory, his justice, his desire, his presence?

That’s what | saw this week. Having walked with the Williams family through the
worst tragedy a parent can imagine, by the weekend | had seen and felt the presence of
God. God was there in a hospital waiting room as Allan and Diana’s life group showed
up with tears and hugs. He was there in casseroles and Facebook posts. He was there
in songs of faith and words of grace. | felt his presence —and | wasn’t the only one —in
this sanctuary Thursday afternoon as much as | ever have.

While we grieve, and no one should diminish or try to abbreviate the depth of
Allan and Diana’s sorrow, we don’t grieve as those who have no hope. We still believe —
not because God prevents heartaches for those who follow him but precisely because in
the middle of them we find strength and courage and love. It’s most especially in those
moments that we experience the answer to the question, “Where is God?”

The lesson | learned this week is this: When you can’t feel the presence of God,
be the presence of God. Ask God to show you someone else who is asking, “Where is
God?” and show up with your heart, your ears, your arms, and, if appropriate, your
words. Jesus, the eternal temple of God, lives in you by the power of Holy Spirit. You be
the presence of God. Amen.



