DRAWING NEAR:  The Ark of the Covenant
Intimacy.  When I say that word, what comes to mind?  Some of the women are thinking of candlelight, a romantic dinner while the guys are thinking, “Do we really have to go there?”  Here’s how the dictionary defines the word.

Intimacy:  a close, familiar, and usually affectionate or loving personal relationship with another person; a close association with or detailed knowledge or deep understanding of a place, subject or person

God has created us for relationship.  First and foremost, he has created us for relationship with himself, a close, deeply personal and intimate relationship.  God has created us to dwell in and experience his presence. 
The final furnishing in the tabernacle was the Ark of the Covenant.  “Have them make a chest of acacia wood – two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide and a cubit and a half high.  Overlay it with pure gold, both inside and out, and make a gold molding around it.”  Ex. 25:10-11

“Make an atonement cover of pure gold – two and a half cubits long and a cubit and a half wide.  And make two cherubim out of hammered gold at the ends of the cover.  Make one cherub on one end and the second cherub on the other; make the cherubim of one piece with the cover, at the two ends.  The cherubim are to have their wings spread upward, overshadowing the cover with them.  The cherubim are to face each other, looking toward the cover.”  Ex. 25:17 – 21

The ark was located in the Most Holy Place.  It was in this area – between the two cherubim that the Shekinah glory of God was made manifest, that God’s presence rested.  Once a year on the Day of Atonement the High Priest was allowed to enter with a sacrifice to atone for the sins of Israel.
Between the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place was a thick curtain. It was symbolic of the separation between God and man, a reminder of the sinfulness of man and the holiness of God.  It was also a stark reminder that man could not enter into God’s presence.

When Christ died on the cross an event of enormous significance happened that would forever alter the relationship between God and man, the temple curtain was torn in two, from top to bottom.  God himself had removed the barrier that had stood between himself and man. 
“And so, dear brothers and sisters, we can boldly enter heaven’s Most Holy Place because of the blood of Jesus.  This is the new, life-giving way that Christ has opened up for us through the sacred curtain, by means of his death for us.  And since we have a great High Priest who rules over God’s people, let us go right into the presence of God, with true hearts fully trusting him.  For our evil consciences have been sprinkled with Christ’s blood to make us clean, and our bodies have been washed with pure water.”   Heb. 10:19-22
Because of Christ’s enormous sacrifice on the cross, the barrier between God and man exists no longer.  Jesus Christ is our great High Priest; he made to final atonement for our sin.  We have been “sprinkled with Christ’s blood to make us clean”.  Because of Christ’s sacrifice, God sees us as righteous.  Therefore, we can enter into his presence without fear. 
What I am speaking of here is not simply the knowledge that we are in God’s presence.  We know from Scripture that God is omnipresent, present everywhere.  I’m not even speaking of the reality that when we become a Christ follower that the Holy Spirit indwells us.  Knowing that you are in God’s presence is passive; understanding the reality that he indwells you is passive; important, but passive.  It doesn’t require any engagement on your part.

What I am speaking about is God’s manifest presence.  It is not simply the knowledge of his presence, but the experience of his presence.  It is about knowing God and being known by him.  The author of Hebrews tells us to “go right into the presence of God”, to enter “boldly” into his presence.  And this is what God wants; he wants us to press into his presence, he wants us to dwell in his presence; this is what he has created for.

Turn with me to Psalm 63, a Psalm that David wrote when he was in hiding in the desert.  We’re going to look at this Psalm to examine what it takes to experience God’s presence in a deep and meaningful way and the result of a life lived pursuing intimacy with him.
“O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water.

 I have seen you in the sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory.  Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you.  I will praise you as long as I live, and in your name I will lift up my hands.  My soul will be satisfied as with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth will praise you.

On my bed I remember you; I think of you through the watches of the night.  Because you are my help, I sing in the shadow of your wings.  My soul clings to you; your right hand upholds me.”  Psalms 63:1-8

WE EXPERIENCE GOD’S PRESENCE THROUGH - Relationship
Where are you at in your relationship with God?  In the opening verses of Psalm 8, David writes, “O God, you are my God.”  David is stating two things here.  First, he is acknowledging that God exists. That might seem simplistic but it is fundamental to having a relationship with God.  Second, he states, “O God, you are my God.”  In stating this, David acknowledges God as his God.  
In order to experience God’s presence in a meaningful and powerful way, you must first have a relationship with him.  For us, that relationship comes through Jesus Christ.  It is through Jesus only that we can have a relationship with the living God.  When we acknowledge our sinfulness, recognize that only Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross can pay for our sin, when we put our faith in him and accept him as our Saviour and Lord, then and only then, can we have a relationship with God and truly experience his presence.

WE EXPERIENCE GOD’S PRESENCE THROUGH - Intent
David says, “I earnestly search for you.”   I looked up the word earnestly, it means “sincerely zealous, serious in intent.”   Throughout his life David was intent on being in God’s presence, knowing that God was there simply wasn’t enough for him.  He was not cavalier in any way about this; he deliberately sought after God.  How intentional are you in pressing into God’s presence?

Jeremiah 29:13 says, “You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart.”  God does not play a game of cosmic hide and seek with us.  He provided us with free, unfettered access into his presence, because he desires to be found. 
Truthfully, if you’re not experiencing God’s presence, God is not to blame.  David sought God earnestly, with zealous intent.  Let me ask you this, and be honest with yourself, does that describe how you seek after God?

If you are not experiencing God’s presence it is often because your efforts to seek after God are half-hearted.  We say we want God’s presence but, it’s too difficult, it takes too long, it’s too much effort.  We get lazy.  Then, we convince ourselves that there is nothing more, that we’ve experienced all we can of God’s presence and so we settle.  
Don’t settle.  Building a relationship is hard work and it takes deliberate intent.  It is not a sprint, it is a marathon, a life-long pursuit.  As I think of Jeremiah 29, one word jumps out at me, ALL.  “You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with ALL your heart.”  Let your pursuit of God’s presence be zealous, seek him with ALL your heart.  
WE EXPERIENCE GOD’S PRESENCE THROUGH – Desire

Interwoven with relationship and intent there is a third, very important aspect of experiencing God’s presence:  desire.  When I speak of desire, I’m not talking about, “Yeah, it would be nice to feel closer to God.  It would be cool to experience his presence more.”  I am speaking of a deep desire for more of God.  Look back at Psalm 63.  “My soul thirsts for you; my whole body longs for you in this dry and weary land where there is no water.”  
In his book, Not a Fan, Kyle Idleman, recalls similar feelings about his pursuit of his wife…

When I was dating my soon-to-be wife, she borrowed my car to go visit her family about eighty miles away from where we went to college.  She had only been gone for a day, but I missed her and wanted to be with her.  I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t stop thinking about her.  Suddenly I had what seemed like a brilliant idea.  I said to my roommate, “What if we just ride bikes over to her house?”

Neither of us owned bikes, we decided it would be fine if we “borrowed” bikes from a bike rack on campus.  Knowing nothing about bikes I grabbed the first one I saw, a Wal-Mart special.  It turned out that this was not the bike of choice for an eighty-mile journey down the flat roads of Kansas.  After hours of riding we decided to park our bikes and take a nap in a ditch.  A state trooper woke me by placing his boot on my shoulder and jostling me awake.  I believe his exact words were, “Are you boys smokin’ something?  What are you doing riding bikes across Kansas?”  I tried to explain, he rolled his eyes, shook his head, got in his car, and drove away.

When we finally made it to Kansas, my wife’s response was fairly similar to the state trooper’s.  She thought I was nuts.  But the moment I saw her I know it was worth it.




Kyle Idleman, Not a Fan, p. 131 - 132
Three times Jesus asked Peter, “Do you love me?”  This morning I pose the same question to you, “Do you love Jesus?”  Let me rephrase that a bit, “Do you desire Jesus?”  Pause for a moment before you answer.  Would you get on a bike and ride through the night across Kansas to pursue Jesus?  Do you love him that much; do you desire him that much?  That’s the kind of desire I’m talking about.  
A. W. Tozer in his book The Pursuit of God writes, “This is admitted, I say, in theory, but for millions of Christians, nevertheless, God is no more real than He is to the non-Christian.  They go through life trying to love an ideal and be loyal to a mere principle.” 
Loving an ideal, even the ideals that Jesus embodies, being loyal to certain principles is not the same as loving and desiring Jesus; it can be a mirage in the midst of a desert.  But mirages don’t satiate thirst, they don’t satisfy hunger, they don’t fulfill deep longings.  Could it be that we sometimes settle for the mirage of God’s presence in our lives?
We’ve talked about three necessary factors to experience God’s presence:  relationship, intent and desire.  What is the result of pursuing God, of seeking to live daily in his presence?

BEING IN GOD’S PRESENCE RESULTS IN – His power at work 

“I have seen you in the sanctuary and beheld your power and your glory.”  David personally witnessed and experienced the power of God at work in his life.  Think about his encounter with the giant Philistine, Goliath.  If that wasn’t a “God moment” I don’t know what is.  If you experience the presence of God, you can expect to see his power and his glory displayed in your life and in the church.  When was the last time that you experienced God’s power in a very real, tangible and mind blowing way?

I spent Thursday and Friday of this past week at the Global Leadership Summit.  I must confess, part of me didn’t want to go.  It was two days out of the office, I had a sermon to finish…yada, yada, yada.  But I love to learn, I want to grow as a leader and I know that it is precisely at these times that God does some of his most powerful work in me.  Each day I prayed, “Teach me something, help me to learn, show me why I am here God.”  I learned some great stuff, reconnected with some friends I hadn’t seen in a few years, but – most significantly – God showed up.  We watched a powerful video on confession and had some quiet time to confess.  We were asked to visualize what we needed to confess in our fist.  We then had to open our fist to release it because if our fist was closed we were hanging onto things, God could not fill us.
Dr. Bob Kelleman says this, “Crying out to God empties us so that there is more room for God.”  When you are full of yourself, there is no room for God.  
As I spent time in quiet, God’s Spirit flooded me. He reminded me that he had called me to follow him, that he had called me to lead, that he loved me, that he would give me what was needed to be the best me that I could be.  I felt a great physical sensation of release and refreshing, of his presence.  I know that there are more of you in this room as well who have had similar experiences; relationships restored, addictions overcome.  There is nothing on this earth that can compare and once you have experienced God’s presence you are ruined for anything else.
BEING IN GOD’S PRESENCE RESULTS IN – A life of praise  

After this, we sang 10,000 Reasons, “Bless the Lord O my soul, worship his holy name.”  I sang, hands raised and at the top of my voice, not particularly aware of anything else around me, because praise needed to be my response.

“Because your love is better than life, my lips will glorify you.  I will praise you as long as I live, and in your name I will lift up my hands.  My soul will be satisfied as with the richest of food.  My lips will glorify you.  I will praise you as long as I live, and in your name I will lift up my hands.  With singing lips my mouth will praise you.  There can only be one response to God’s presence and that is praise.
Stephen preached on worship last Sunday, so I don’t want to spend too much time on this, but I want to share a picture from Scripture again of King David.  When David had the Ark of the Covenant brought back into Jerusalem, we read the following in 1 Samuel 6:14 – 16, “Wearing a linen ephod, David was dancing before the Lord with all his might, while he and all Israel were bringing up the ark of the Lord with shouts and the sound of trumpets.”  When he was later chastised for his abandon, for dancing “half-naked in full view of slave girls like any vulgar fellow”.  His response was, “I will celebrate before the LORD, I’ll become even more undignified than this and I will be humiliated in my own eyes.”  

You see, David didn’t care what others thought of his display of worship, he wasn’t doing for anyone else, he was doing it for God.  God was his singular focus.  God’s love was better to him than life and he was not afraid to show it.

If someone were to come down these steps dancing with abandon in praise of God, what would your response be?  Would your inclination be to scold them, usher them off to the side or shake your head at their embarrassing display?  Or would your passion for God allow you to get up and join them?  

BEING IN GOD’S PRESENCE RESULTS IN – Satisfied longings
The third result of being in God’s presence that we see, and perhaps the most important is satisfied longings.  David says, “My soul will be satisfied as with the richest of foods; with singing lips my mouth will praise you.”

As this Psalm began, David speaks of being in a dry and weary land and of his longing for God.  Too often we seek to satisfy our longings for God with other things:  a bigger house, a different job, a vacation, people and the list goes on.  Let me put this to you as simply as I can this morning.  Only God can satisfy the inner longings that you feel, that desire for him that is stirring within you.  You can try and convince yourself otherwise, but if you do you are only deceiving yourself.  
Imagine yourself in a desert as David was.  You’ve been out there for days, in the heat, in isolation.  You’re thirsty.  What will satisfy that thirst?  The only thing that will satisfy it is water.  You don’t want anything else.  A large percentage of our bodies are water; we need it to survive.

Our souls need water, the Living Water to survive, to be satisfied.  Pope John Paul II states this with such clarity, “He (Jesus) is waiting for you when nothing else you find satisfies you; He is the beauty to which you are so attracted; it is He who provoked you with that thirst for fullness that will not let you settle for compromise.”  Stop looking for satisfaction where it cannot be found; you will only find it in Jesus Christ and in his presence.
BEING IN GOD’S PRESENCE RESULTS IN - Security
Finally, we find security in God’s presence.  “On my bed I remember you; I think of you through the watches of the night.  Because you are my help,  I sing in the shadow of your wings.  My soul clings to you; your right hand upholds me.”  David says he “sings in the shadow of God’s wings.”  I love this imagery and it isn’t the only time we see imagery like it in Scripture.   Psalm 91 opens with this, “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.”
Notice the word “dwell” used by the Psalmist.  We are to dwell in God’s presence.  When we do, the security that we find there will carry us through to the turmoil of life.  
A few years ago a friend of ours lost everything.  He worked for a company that went bankrupt.  He had worked for them for years, he held stock in the company, his pension plan was with the company and in an instant it was all gone.  This world offers us no security.  I watched he and his wife as they responded to their circumstance.  It was tough on them; it was a huge blow to them.  But they clung to God.  They sang in the shadow of God’s wings.  By dwelling in his presence, like the Psalmist they could say, “He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.”   That is real security. 

The curtain has been torn my friends.  You have complete, unhindered access into the presence of God.  But it requires you to take a step.  It won’t be easy and I won’t promise you that there won’t be times where you don’t feel like you are in the desert.  But I will promise you this, living daily in the pursuit of God and experiencing his transformational presence in you life is worth everything.  And, it is far better than the alternative, a life lived wondering if there could have been more.
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