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AN INTRODUCTION 
 
The Biblical Text – Luke 24:27, 44-48; Acts 17:2, 3; John 1:45; 5:39. 
Does the Bible offer us a suggestion as to who or what the Story revolves? 
 
“META-NARRATIVE” 
 
The Bible may appear to be just a collection of random stories. Yet, on a higher level, a 
unity appears. What is God saying through all the stories and events recorded? 
 
This is where the word meta-narrative comes into importance. At its simplest, the word 
means “Big Story.” The meta-narrative of the Bible is the Story about God. 
 
“The heart and soul of the Bible is its story. It is the real saga of a particular people, how 
God called them and intended for them to bring a blessing to all people.  All the different 
parts of the Bible [come] together as one narrative.  To understand the Bible you must get to 
know its characters, understand its setting and follow its plot.  The ultimate resolution will 
make sense only if you have followed the earlier parts as a story. Learn to feel the tension 
and wrestle with its major conflict.”1 
 
The Bible tells one unfolding story of redemption against the backdrop of creation and 
humanity's fall into sin.2 As N.T. Wright has put it, the divine drama told in Scripture 

offers a story which is the story of the whole world. It is public truth.’”3 
 
Thus, it is impossible to understand our own stories until placed within the grand Story 
of God.   
 
Let us consider the following three short articles relating to the idea of the metanarrative. 
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The Biblical Metanarrative 
http://www.postmodernpreaching.net/the-biblical-metanarrative.html 

 
What is a Metanarrative? 
 
If you were to read Tolstoy’s novel War and Peace and someone asked you “What is it 
about?” what would you say?  
 
There are several answers you could give. You could say it concerns many individual 
people and their stories. On another level you might say that it is about the Napoleonic 
Wars. On still a higher level, you might mention what Tolstoy was trying to say about 
life and war. 
 
Similarly, the Bible may appear to be just a collection of random stories. On a higher level, 
though, a unity appears. What is God trying to say through all the individual stories and 
events recorded? 
 
This is where the word metanarrative comes into importance. At its simplest, the word 
represents a "Big Story," or a comprehensive explanation of many little stories. The 
metanarrative of the Bible is its story of the self-revelation of God to the world. 
 
Like Tolstoy’s War and Peace, with its many plots and subplots, the Bible contains many 
stories, all woven together by the one grand theme of God's self-revelation to the world. 
This Story of God comes to us in the stories of a chosen people who experienced God. So, 
if someone were to ask you, "What is the Bible all about?" you could answer, "the Bible is 
the story of the self-revelation of God to the world through a chosen people." 
 
1 - Why is this Important? 

 
This is important because postmodern people do not believe in metanarratives. They 
feel that there are no grand stories which give meaning to all of life and which define 
what is true. Jean-François Lyotard (1924-1998), the postmodern philosopher, said: 
“Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity towards metanarratives.” 
 
If this is correct — that there are no true metanarratives that you or I can construct — 
then the only true metanarrative would have to come from God, the ground of our being. 
This is why, when postmodernists realize that there is, indeed, a Big Story that God has 
been telling the world, it speaks to them. 
 
The magazine Christianity Today once ran an article titled, “I Was a Witch.” It is the story 
of Kimberly Shumate and her long conversion to Christ. Concerning one particularly 
poignant moment in her journey, she writes of the power of the Big Story in her life: 
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As Lisa drove me home, my mind ached as I replayed Scott’s words. All the Old 
Testament and New Testament verses had one oddly familiar voice — one tone, 
one heart. I wondered, How could a book written by so many different people over the 
course of hundreds of years fit together perfectly as if one amazing storyteller has written 
the whole thing? The Holy Spirit began melting my vanity and arrogance with a 
power stronger than any hex, incantation, or spell I’d ever used. Suddenly, the 
blindfold I’d worn for almost 30 years was stripped away, and instantly I knew 
what I’d been searching for: Jesus! 

 
2 - Is There Really a Biblical Metanarrative? 
 
A postmodern person would view the Bible as just a collection of odd stories. 
Postmodern scholars might say that the biblical text is “a multi-voiced tapestry” that 
can be interpreted in “myriads of ways.” They would see no central interpretive 
principle at all in the Bible. 
 
Yet, if the Bible is the record of the self-revelation of God to the world, we would 
expect there to be a plot and direction to the Story. Christianity teaches that the self-
revelation of God to the world reached a culmination in the Incarnation, when the 
"Word became flesh." If so, then the Incarnation would have to be this central 
interpretive principle of the Bible.  
 
The biblical scholar F. F. Bruce argued as much: 
 

“… the Christian gospel . . .  tells how for the world’s redemption God entered into 
history, the eternal came into time, the kingdom of heaven invaded the realm of 
earth, in the great events of the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus 
the Christ. ” F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? 

 
Jesus himself also believed in a biblical metanarrative. In Mark 1:15 he announces, “The 
time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.” In 
saying this, he indicates that God had a plan through history. The Kingdom of God has 
finally arrived and Jesus sees himself as the fulfillment of this plan. 
 
Metanarrative Frameworks 
 
Postmodernism correctly reminds us that we cannot know something perfectly nor 
definitively. This means that all attempts to completely understand the biblical 
metanarrative will not be the metanarrative itself, any more than we can say that a 
description of a story is the story. The metanarrative of the Bible is the Bible itself. To try 
to summarize it, we have to think in terms of metanarrative frameworks.   
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The name which scholars give to the study of the biblical metanarrative is "biblical 
theology." One comprehensive study in biblical theology is James M. Hamilton's God's 
Glory in Salvation through Judgment (2010). 
 
A metanarrative framework is an attempt to explain a metanarrative, although not 
exhaustively nor in exclusion of other frameworks. Using frameworks, there are many 
ways we can understand the biblical metanarrative.  
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The Four-Chapter Gospel: The Grand Metanarrative Told by the Bible 
By Hugh Whelchel on February 14, 2012 

http://blog.tifwe.org/the-four-chapter-gospel-the-grand-metanarrative-told-by-the-bible/ 

Part 1 in a series on The Four-Chapter Gospel 
 
The Book of Genesis opens with the account of creation, the start of the most 
encompassing story that will ever be told. One of the reasons many Christians do not 
fully comprehend the Biblical concepts of work, calling, and vocation is because we have 
lost the vision of the grand metanarrative told by the Bible. This metanarrative includes 
Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Restoration. It is called the Four-Chapter Gospel. 
 
This comprehensive, grand narrative of Scripture has been neglected for several 
reasons.  
 
1 - First, we have so dissected and compartmentalized the Bible that we have lost sight 
of its great overarching story. As a result, bits and pieces of the Bible are absorbed into 
the prevailing cultural story, which then supplants the Bible as the story which shapes 
our lives. Only the unified Biblical narrative has the authority to enable us to withstand 
the competing humanist narrative currently shaping our culture. 
 
2 - Second, postmodernism embraces an almost fanatical suspicion of metanarratives, 
rejecting the absolutes they proclaim. The belief is that metanarratives of the past contain 
controlling stories that have failed us. For example, postmodernism suggests both 
capitalism and communism failed to explain our world and have shown to be oppressive, 
self-serving stories that, in some cases, have brought misery to millions. 
 
Christopher Wright in his book The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative, 
suggests that within postmodernist thought, 
 
There is no grand narrative that explains everything and any claims that there is some truth for 
all that embraces the totality of life and meaning are rejected as oppressive power plays. 
 
Yet, postmodernism has its own metanarrative, since the death of the metanarrative is 
itself a metanarrative. 
 
3 - Third, the Bible’s metanarrative is not only suspect, it’s also politically incorrect.  Not 
because it tells the wrong story, but because it tells a story and claims it to be the most 
important story.  The Christian metanarrative with its perceived exclusivity and 
intolerance would seem to be a hard sell in the 21st century. 
 
For 2,000 years, the church has struggled with multiple cultural contexts, yet as Wright 
says, 
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it has sustained the conviction that there is an objective truth for all in the gospel that addresses 
the claims of people in any context. 
 
Therefore we as Christians reject the postmodern notion that there is no single 
metanarrative.  The story of the Bible clearly presents one over-arching narrative in the 
story that starts in the garden and ends in a City of God, the New Jerusalem. The New 
Testament tells us this story reaches its climax in the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus. 
 
The Bible begins with the creation of all things and ends with the renewal of all things, 
and in between it offers an interpretation of the meaning of all history.  In The New 
Testament and the People of God, N.T. Wright says that the divine drama told in Scripture 
“offers a story which is the story of the whole world. It is public truth.” It is the only story 
that explains the way things were (Creation), they way things are (Fall), the way things 
could be (Redemption) and the way thing will be (Restoration). The Biblical 
metanarrative makes a comprehensive claim on all humanity, calling each one of us to 
find our place in His Story. 
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Reading the Bible as One Story: The Four Chapter Gospel (Part 6) 
By Hugh Whelchel on February 22, 2012 

http://blog.tifwe.org/reading-the-bible-as-one-story-the-four-chapter-gospel-part-6/ 

 
Part 6 in a series on The Four-Chapter Gospel 
 
Let’s summarize our discussion of the Four-Chapter Gospel from these past several days: 

• For 1800 years the metanarrative of the Bible was taught in four chapters, creation, 
fall, redemption and restoration. 

• In the last 200 years, the evangelical church in America has truncated the Four-
Chapter gospel to only two chapters: Fall and Redemption. 

• Leaving out the first chapter, Creation, and the last chapter, [restoration] 
Redemption. The Two-Chapter gospel becomes a gospel of sin management 
and the focus is all about us. 

• We need to rediscover the lost two chapters to find out why we were created and 
understand our future destiny. Only in this larger framework can we understand 
why our work is important to God. 

 
Stressing the urgency of reading the Bible as one unified story, Michael Goheen in a 
lecture called “The Urgency of Reading the Bible as One Story in the 21st Century,” says: 
The question is not whether the whole of our lives will be shaped by some grand story. The only 
question is which grand story will shape our lives. For the one who has heard Jesus’ call to follow 
him, the call comes with a summons to enter the story of which he was the climactic moment—the 
story narrated in the Bible. It is an invitation to find our place in that story. 
  
The issue is urgent: only then can we submit to Scripture’s authority; only then can we understand 
our missional identity; only then can we resist being absorbed into the dangerous idolatries of our 
time. The church needs pastors and leaders, (businesses needs entrepreneurs and workers) and the 
academy needs scholars and teachers who are in the grip of this story, and discharge their task in 
a way that calls church members and students to find their place in the true story of the world. 
 
The gospel, when understood in its fullness, is not solely about individual happiness 
and fulfillment; it is not all about me. As Tim Keller says, 
 
It is not just a wonderful plan for ‘my life’ but a wonderful plan for the world; it is about the 
coming of God’s kingdom to renew all things. 
 
Only with this bigger picture in view can we understand how our story fits into His story 
and the importance of the Biblical doctrine of work.   
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This Story has six acts or movements and at the center of the Story is Jesus who is the 
Christ.   
 
1. God 

“In the Beginning God” (Gen. 1:1) 
 
2. Creation 

“In the Beginning God created” (Gen. 1:1; Col. 1:15-17; 1 Cor. 8:6) 
 
3. Rejection 

“You shall not eat . . . She took and ate and He ate” (Gen. 2:15-17; 3:6) 
 
4. Redemption4 

“The LORD God made garments of skin and clothed them” (Gen. 3:15-21) 
 
5. Re-Creation 

“You Must Be Born Again” (John 3:1-21; 2 Cor. 5:17; Rev. 21:1) 
 
6. Joy through Worship [The New Heaven and Earth] 

“Stop weeping, the Lion . . . has overcome” (Rev. 4; 5) 
 
Inside this framework we begin to explore the biblical Story of why God created and how 
He would accomplish His desires for creating. 
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IN THE BEGINNING . . . 
 
In the beginning, God acted and through this act, He created a Garden where He would 
meet with His people for their joy.  This Garden would display His glory.  Notice how 
Exodus 29 captures this idea. 
 

• Exod. 29:42 "It shall be a continual burnt offering throughout your generations at 
the doorway of the tent of meeting before the LORD, where I will meet with you, 

to speak to you there. 43 "I will meet there with the sons of Israel, and it shall be 
consecrated by My glory. 44 "I will consecrate the tent of meeting and the altar; I 
will also consecrate Aaron and his sons to minister as priests to Me. 45 "I will 

dwell among the sons of Israel and will be their God. 46 "They shall know that I 
am the LORD their God who brought them out of the land of Egypt, that I might 

dwell among them; I am the LORD their God. 
 
The Tabernacle of Exodus 29 is the Garden of Genesis 1-3. God’s desire is to meet and to 
speak with His people. Through His presence, His people are consecrated. In coming to 
understand this idea, we need to define the glory of God.   
 
The glory of God is the presence of God.  When God is present, His glory is present.  The 
glory of God is the aura exuded by God.5  Such glory is knowable through His actions 
and His attributes.6  Those in His presence feel and see this.  We label such glory, Shekinah 
in the Hebrew language; “Which means ‘God’s manifested glory’ or ‘God's presence.’”7   
 
Shekinah is “the majestic presence or manifestation of God which has descended to ‘dwell’ 
among men.”8  Thus to speak of His presence is to speak of His glory.  Moreover, to reject 
His glory is to reject Him.  This is the tragedy within the Story as it unfolds.   
 
His image bearers (Gen. 1:26-28 [or icons]) rejected His glory for their own glory and in 
so doing darkness covered the land even as a sickness unto death penetrated their souls.  
They sought their own glory.  This action on their part proved ruinous (See further 
Romans 1:18-32).  In this rejection, humanity plunged headlong into an inescapable path 
of destruction and pit of despair. 
 
Rather than permit humanity to languish in this pit of despair God initiated the means of 
rescuing His creation from darkness to light and from sickness to health by sending His 
only begotten Son (1 John 4:10, 14; John 1:14), who is glory and brings glory fully, finally 
and forever to His image bearers and to creation (Rev. 21:1).  This Story surrounds all of 
life. Nothing escapes its gravitational pull.  Everything revolves around it. 
 
Here is the telling of that STORY. 
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God chose to create a place where He would dwell with His people forever; they in turn 
would dwell with Him and their joy would be full.  God designed His people for joy.  
This joy in only known and experienced in Him. God has the joy within Himself as Trinity 
that He desired for us and designed us for.  Throughout the biblical Story there is an 
intentional reiteration of a simple concept, “I will dwell in their midst.” For a moment, 
let us trace this thought inside of the biblical narrative. 
 
“I will dwell” 
 
This idea originates in the Garden of Eden where God met with Adam and Eve in the 
cool of the day (Gen. 3).  This pattern is seen by noting the presence of His glory.  Notice 
the following passages stressing this idea. 
 

“Let them construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them” (Exod. 25:8). 

 
“I will dwell among the sons of Israel and will be their God” (Exod. 29:45). 
 
“I will dwell among the sons of Israel, and will not forsake My people Israel” (1 Kings 6:13). 
 
“This is My resting place forever; Here I will dwell, for I have desired it” (Ps. 132:14). 

 
“He said to me, ‘Son of man, this is the place of My throne and the place of the soles of My feet, 
where I will dwell among the sons of Israel forever. And the house of Israel will not again defile 
My holy name, neither they nor their kings, by their harlotry and by the corpses of their kings when 
they die’” (Ezek. 43:7). 
 
“Now let them put away their harlotry and the corpses of their kings far from Me; and I will dwell 

among them forever” (Ezek. 43:9). 
 

“’Sing for joy and be glad, O daughter of Zion; for behold I am coming and I will dwell in your 

midst,’ declares the LORD” (Zech. 2:10). 
 

“Many nations will join themselves to the LORD in that day and will become My people. Then I 
will dwell in your midst, and you will know that the LORD of hosts has sent Me to you” (Zech. 
2:11). 
 
“Or what agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; 
just as God said, ‘I WILL DWELL IN THEM AND WALK AMONG THEM; AND I WILL BE 

THEIR GOD, AND THEY SHALL BE MY PEOPLE’” (2 Cor. 6:16). 

 
The idea of God dwelling with His people is relational.  It is more than mere theory or 
abstraction.  He is their God and they are His people.  There is realness to His presence 
resonating deeply within the makeup of every individual.  When God says, “I will never 
leave you or forsake you,” we are connecting with this Garden of Eden event (Matt. 28:20; 
Heb. 13:5; Deut. 31:6, 8).  God desires to walk with His people for their joy.  He designed 
us for this. 
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In God’s presence is the blessing and joy we are designed to experience.  Consider the 
following passages celebrating this idea. 

 
8 “I have set the LORD continually before me; Because He is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. 
9 Therefore my heart is glad and my glory rejoices; My flesh also will dwell securely. 10 For You will 
not abandon my soul to Sheol; Nor will You allow Your Holy One to undergo decay. 11 You will 
make known to me the path of life; In Your presence is fullness of joy; In Your right hand there 
are pleasures forever” (Ps. 16:8-11). 
 
5 Your lovingkindness, O LORD, extends to the heavens, Your faithfulness reaches to the skies. 6 

Your righteousness is like the mountains of God; Your judgments are like a great deep. O LORD, 
You preserve man and beast. 7 How precious is Your lovingkindness, O God! And the children of 
men take refuge in the shadow of Your wings. 8 They drink their fill of the abundance of Your 
house; And You give them to drink of the river of Your delights. 9 For with You is the fountain 
of life; In Your light we see light” (Ps. 36:5-9). 
 
“And the LORD will continually guide you, and satisfy your desire in scorched places, And give 
strength to your bones; And you will be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water whose 

waters do not fail” (Isa. 58:11). 
 
3 “And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, ‘Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, 
and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among 
them, 4 and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any death; 

there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away.’ 5 

And He who sits on the throne said, ‘Behold, I am making all things new.’ And He said, ‘Write, for 
these words are faithful and true.’ 6 Then He said to me, ‘It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, 
the beginning and the end. I will give to the one who thirsts from the spring of the water of life 
without cost’” (Rev. 21:3-6). 

 
The Bible speaks of a lavishness found only in God’s presence.  It uses earthy language so 
our finite minds might lay hold of His infinite joy.  The shadow we exist in enables us to 
experience the future reality.  Our trouble will always be when we look to the shadow to 
meet desires only answered in the substance.  Shadow can never provide; it can only point.  
When God is present, our cravings will be fully satiated and finally stayed. 

 
This is His desire and this is His design. 
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The God Who Dwells 
By RuthM on Feb 24, 2014 http://kingstheology.org/2014/02/24/god-dwells/ 

Most religions ascribe a dwelling place to their god or gods. In polytheist religions, a god 
could be the ruler of the sphere they inhabited, as Poseidon was the god of the sea. 
Temples were built and statues erected in which the god was seen to live. In contrast, the 
three monotheistic Abrahamic religions reject the idea of limiting God in space. 
Nevertheless, Muslims refer to their mosques as ‘bayt-allah’ or the house of God. The 
Jews believed that the presence of the Lord could be encountered in the Holy of Holies, 
whether in the Tabernacle or, later, in the Temple of Jerusalem. Although it is known, 
accepted and believed that God is omnipresent, man has a tendency to appoint a physical 
place where we can meet him. 

What of Christians? We don’t, for the most part, believe that God lives in our church 
building, or even that he is more accessible there than elsewhere. Encounters in special 
holy places are something we assign to the Old Testament covenant. We can all quote 2 
Corinthians 6:16 “For we are the temple of the living God” (NIV) or a similar passage. It’s 
so simple: God lives in us, not in a building. But what does it mean for our body or for 
the Church as the body of Christ to be a temple? What do we mean when we say God 
lives in us? Isn’t it just another, more ‘spiritual’, way of giving God a place of residence? 

Jewish scholars have coined a term, adopted by Christians, to refer to the indwelling 
presence of God: shekinah. Although this word  is not actually used in the biblical text, it 
is derived from the verb shakan, which is found repeatedly throughout the Old Testament. 
According to Brown-Driver-Briggs, this translates as settle down, abide, dwell, tabernacle 
or reside. Thus, in Exodus 25:8, when the Lord says to Moses “have them make a 
sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them” (NIV), he is in effect offering to become 
their neighbour, a permanent presence in their midst. Similarly, the word used for the 
Tabernacle, mishkan, is also derived from the same root and simply signifies dwelling-
place. 

It is easy for us, with our New Testament lens, to miss the radical significance of this. The 
Lord Almighty, the living God, the creator of the world wants to come down and live 
among his people for ever. No longer a distant God, who only reveals himself to favoured 
individuals, but a God as real to the average person as their next-door neighbour. Yahweh 
revealed himself to be a God of intimacy, holy yet approachable, and pleased to settle in 
the midst of his chosen people. Not only this, but the Israelites did not have to transport 
their God when they moved, as other nations had to carry their idols. The Tabernacle 
itself obviously did have to be carried, and there were strict rules for this, but the presence 
of the Lord, represented by cloud or fire, moved independently and, when they stopped, 
chose to return to the Tabernacle! 
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God dwells amongst his people, not as a tyrannical ruler, but as a neighbour. He 
deliberately and lovingly made the choice to come and meet them, as indicated by the 
other name given to the Tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting. Unlike false gods, who needed 
a physical representation to be credible, Yahweh shows his supremacy by designing his 
own place of dwelling and choosing to come and be in the very centre of his people, thus 
revealing a God who shows humility and yet is without equal. 

[TENT OF MEETING – The phrase occurs 53 times in Exodus, 41 times in Leviticus, 54 
times in Numbers, once in Deuteronomy, twice in Joshua, and nine times in Samuel, 
Kings and Chronicles.] 

Not content with being a visible presence in a temple, God chose to once again come and 
meet his people in their own form. The mystery of the incarnation, which we celebrate at 
Christmas, is another demonstration of the God who dwells, the shekinah. This time, Jesus 
dwelt as a human, amongst the everyday people of his era, visible to all who crossed his 
path, yet demonstrating divine power through his miracles and teaching. Again, God 
incarnate did not wait for people to come to him, but went and called disciples, invited 
himself round to dinner and went out of his way to truly live amongst his Jewish 
contemporaries. And along the way, his miracles, words and actions brought life to those 
he encountered. 

When Jesus ascended and sent his Spirit, we had a new experience of God, now revealed 
to be with each and every believer at all times. A God of power who chooses to act 
through every one of his people, a God of intimacy who knows our hearts and a God who 
transforms the life of those in whom he dwells. 

So when we say that we are, either individually or collectively, the temple of the Holy 
Spirit, or that God lives or dwells in us, it means that God has chosen to use us to reveal 
his presence as visibly as was the case with the Tabernacle. Do we allow God’s glory to 
shine out of our lives? 

As God’s temple in today’s world, we are a meeting place or an interface between others 
and God. Do we allow other people to connect with God? Does our behaviour or attitude 
even give them the desire to encounter the God we worship? 

Finally, every believer carries God’s presence into their everyday life and should be 
setting out with the intention of meeting and blessing other people, as God has been 
doing throughout history.  
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The God Who Longs To Dwell With His People 
http://pegobry.tumblr.com/post/75136680263/the-god-who-longs-to-dwell-with-his-people 

If I was bold enough to try to summarize the Bible, I might choose this: it’s about the God 
who longs to dwell with His people.  

This is the central paradox of Christianity. The Bible portrays God as impossibly 
transcendent, “that which nothing greater can be thought” (Anselm). He is the Most High 
Lord. He is Yahweh—He is Being Itself.  

We see this right away in Genesis. God puts up the Sun and the Moon as lights in the sky. 
Genesis was written against the backdrop of Babylonian religion, to which the Sun and 
the Moon were the supreme gods. The God of the Jews is so transcendent that He’s not 
just superior to the Babylonian gods—they are like props to Him. This was the central, 
radical, world-changing innovation of monotheism—that God is not just one, but (and 
therefore) unfathomably transcendent. 

And yet this same Genesis story which is all about God’s transcendence describes God as 
dwelling in the Garden of Eden, as not only “hanging out” with His creatures but wanting 
to.  

God’s longing to dwell with His people is what the Covenant is all about. We think of the 
Covenant as a matter of law, and of course it is, but it is about dwelling. God dwells as 
the burning bush and as the pillar of smoke. He dwells in the Ark of the Covenant and 
the Holy of Holies.  

Every word in that phrase matters. God longs to dwell with His people. The Song of 
Songs, which all scriptural authorities I’m aware of interpret as a metaphor of God’s 
love for man, attests to this. God’s desire to dwell with His people does not make sense 
outside of a longing, of a gratuitous, powerful desire to be with us. God’s will is not 
cold or calculating in human terms. God longs to be with us. The Psalms make it clear. 
You knit me in my mother’s womb, etc. 

And this being with us, this Emmanuel quality, is a dwelling. To dwell is an important 

concept in the desert religion of the Israelites. To dwell is to be home. It is to be at rest, 
at peace. God longs to dwell with us. Hence the Temple, hence the Holy of Holies. The 
recurring metaphor of God’s Kingdom as a household also accentuates this, and points 
to another recurring metaphor of God’s relationship to man as nuptial. Again, God’s 
desire for us to worship Him and be righteous under the Law, very real, do not account 
for all of the mystery of His interactions with His people. There is also, foremost, His 
longing to dwell with His people. It is a longing for dwelling because it is love. God longs 
to dwell with us for the same reason lovers long to dwell together—just because they love 
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each other. God’s law and God’s justice find their place in the mechanics of an economy 
of salvation, but God’s longing to dwell is a gratuitous expression of love. 

And it is with His people that God desires to dwell. On the Cross (and I will get there, I 
think you’ve figured that by now) there is a radical individualism, one that frees us from 
human community structures, one that breaks away all human bonds that separate us 
from a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and we cannot discount this. But there is 
undoubtedly an extent to which we in the individualistic, modern West have lost track 
of the extent to which God’s desire for union with us is collective as well as individual. 
God is the God of the Covenant, he is the God who makes a people after him. Joseph 
Ratzinger writes nicely about how creed is different from philosophy and 
implies Church—the philosophy comes from the individual and rises up towards the 
universal, but at the end of the day its source is always the individual. Whereas a creed 
creates a community—if I believe what you believe, we are in fellowship. A creed implies 
a one-to-many relationship between God and a people. So does a covenant.  

And—finally I get to it—this longing of God to dwell with His people finds its climax, its 
most complete expression, in the Incarnation. Here the dwelling is total. God no longer 
dwells in the world, He dwells in our very nature. The Word became flesh and dwelt 
among us. This dwelling is in the full continuity of the Old Covenant: Mary is hailed as 
“full of grace”, an expression referring to the Holy of Holies. Mary is the new Ark of the 
New Covenant.  

The Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ is the most powerful testimony to the strength 
and enduring power of God’s longing to dwell with His people. For God so loved the 
world that He gave His only Son. But of course His only Son is God. God’s longing to 
dwell with us is absolute. It does not end, and it is gratuitous, it is overpowering. God 
longs to dwell with His people not (or not only) because it is “necessary for salvation” as 
if He were fulfilling some heavenly checklist (that He would be bound by). God longs to 
dwell with His people because He is love and He loves us, and lovers want to be 
together because they are lovers, and that is enough.  

Now, if you take all of this seriously, this has an impact on some contemporary 
ecumenical questions. If you really believe that the thread (or at least a thread) that holds 
the entire Biblical narrative together is God’s longing to dwell with His people, this 
naturally begs the question: did this longing end some time around 33 AD?  

If you believe that the dominant narrative, or one of the dominant narratives, of the Bible, 
is God’s longing to dwell with His people, then it seems to me that you have to take very 
seriously the various Biblical descriptions of God’s Church—as a New Covenant, a New 
Israel, a holy nation, the body of Christ. You have to take them not as vague metaphors 
but as indication of how God forms His people under the New Covenant, so that He may 
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dwell with them. If this longing of God to dwell with His people is so strong, then the 
ecclesiological consequences are very serious, and very concrete. Just as when the Word 
became flesh he truly became flesh, God’s Church has to have some covenantal, corporate, 
visible, concrete, incarnate reality. It can be identified, pointed to, touched, marked out. 
Because God doesn’t just want us to believe in Him and receive His grace, He also longs 
to dwell with His people. In other words, while on Earth Jesus did not simply preach and 
die and rise again to save us from our sin, He also founded a Church which is His body 
under the New Covenant, a people whom He shepherds on its pilgrimage on this Earth, 
a body with His authority (Mat 16:19 & 18:18), a body against which the gates of Hell 
shall not prevail (Mat 16:18). 

If you believe that the dominant narrative, or one of the dominant narratives, of the Bible, 
is God’s longing to dwell with His people, then it seems to me, even more importantly, that 
you have to take with the utmost seriousness passages such as Jesus’ stunning words in 
John 6, words which were probably the most shocking of any to the Jews of Jesus’ day—
that under His New Covenant He will give us his flesh to eat and His blood to drink.  

If you believe in this dominant narrative of God’s longing to dwell with His people, the 
Eucharist receives transcendent importance and fundamental sense. God longs to be with 
His people. Not just in a spiritual way, not just abstractly, but in flesh and blood. The 
body can be tasted, the blood can be drunk (“Blood of Christ, inebriate me”), and in 
tabernacles at all ends of the Earth are the new Holies of Holies where God dwells with 
His people. God became the lowliest, the littlest, the humblest, out of love for us. He 
became a baby in a manger (food), and He became a hanging, limp body on a Cross. In 
God’s infinite wisdom and love, He pushes His loving humility and His longing to dwell 
to becoming bread and wine. That’s how much He longs to dwell with us.  

 



 

God With Us 
 

17 
 

THUS, ALL OF LIFE IS . . . 
 
Thus, we see in all of life God’s person and work (Ps. 19:1; Col. 1:22).  In all of life, there 
is beauty and in this beauty, we can see the imprint of God.  Even in painful 
circumstances, such exists (John 9:3; 11:4).   
 

“Jesus answered, ‘[It was] neither [that] this man sinned, nor his parents; but [it was] in order that 
the works of God might be displayed in him’” (John 9:3). 
 
“But when Jesus heard it, He said, ‘This sickness is not unto death, but for the glory of God, that 
the Son of God may be glorified by it’” (John 11:4). 

 
A consequence of sin is falling short of this design (Rom. 3:23).  Sin shrouds and clouds 
this vision of God’s glory.  Sin smudges the imprint.  Yet such an imprint is still there.  It 
is intrinsic to the design. 
 
We often speak of our existence as for the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31).  The 
acknowledgement of Jesus Christ as the Messiah declares this glory (Phil. 2:11).  We give 
Him glory and live for His glory when we affirm all of life as coming from Him, sustained 
by Him and ultimately for Him (Romans 11:36; 1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:16).  Both Joseph in his 
imprisonment and Job in his loss speak of this truth and through tragedy and misstep 
give God glory. 
 

19 “But Joseph said to them, ‘Do not be afraid, for am I in God's place? 20 And as for you, you meant 

evil against me, [but] God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to 
preserve many people alive’” (Gen. 50:19, 20). 

 
20  “Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head, and he fell to the ground and worshiped. 
21 And he said, ‘Naked I came from my mother's womb, And naked I shall return there. The LORD 

gave and the LORD has taken away. Blessed be the name of the LORD.’ 22 Through all this Job 
did not sin nor did he blame God” (Job 1:20-22). 

 
The apostle Paul also saw God in the circumstances of his life when he lifted his voice in 
praise to God for the hardships he encountered in the jail of Philippi. 
 

“But about midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns of praise to God, and the 
prisoners were listening to them” (Acts 16:25). 

 
Jesus, likewise, saw God ordering His steps and rested in His Father’s will. 
 

“saying, ‘Father, if Thou art willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Thine be 

done’” (Luke 22:42). 

 
It is because of this the author of Hebrews spoke of this event as joy. 
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“fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured 

the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 
12:2). 

 
The early church rested in the outworking of God’s Story so that in suffering they could 
have joy (Acts 5:40-42). 
 

40 “And they took his advice; and after calling the apostles in, they flogged them and ordered them 
to speak no more in the name of Jesus, and [then] released them. 41 So they went on their way from 
the presence of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for 

[His] name. 42 And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on teaching 
and preaching Jesus [as] the Christ” (Acts 5:40-42). 

 
They heeded the council offered by the apostle James in his short Letter to those scattered 
throughout the Roman Empire (James 1:2-4, 17, and 18). 
 

2 “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing 
of your faith produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have [its] perfect result, that you may be 
perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. . . 17 Every good thing bestowed and every perfect gift 
is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation, or 

shifting shadow. 18 In the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word of truth, so that we 
might be, as it were, the first fruits among His creatures” (James 1:2-4, 17, 18). 

 
Friend, we can give thanks in and for all things (1 Thess. 5:18; Eph. 5:20) knowing God is 
involved in the writing of our story and that our story is a part of His Story. 
 
Jesus does not simply make life better; Jesus is better than life.  Jesus Christ restores God’s 
presence/glory in creation.  His presence, His countenance is the radiance of glory. 
 
However, before going any further let us pause for a moment and begin at the end.  It is 
often helpful to know the end from the beginning to help us manage the journey on which 
we find ourselves. 
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BEGIN AT THE END 
 
Listen to how the Bible tells the Story and what this Story will look like when fully 
realized. 
 

“The light of the moon will be as the light of the sun, and the light of the sun will be seven times 
brighter, like the light of seven days, on the day the LORD binds up the fracture of His people 

and heals the bruise He has inflicted” (Isa. 30:26). 

 
When God’s glory covers the earth (i.e. His physical and tangible presence ruling over 
the nations) everything will be put right. 
 

“And the LORD will be king over all the earth; in that day the LORD will be the only one, and His 
name the only one” (Zech. 14:9). 
 

This is where all of life is heading.  There will be no competing religions or a pushing 
and shoving to see who wins.  The Lord only and alone will be king. 
 
The author of Hebrews references this time when God will straighten thoroughly all the 
crookedness currently existing in our world.  God has begun the straightening. 
 

“since they relate only to food and drink and various washings, regulations for the body imposed 
until a time of reformation [‘to straighten thoroughly’]” (Heb. 9:10). 

 
Creation is the stage where God chose to manifest His presence for the joy of His people.  
Currently, creation is experiencing the consequence of humanity’s rebellion.  The apostle 
Paul spoke of this time of reformation when creation is fully and finally restored.   

 
20 “For the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will, but because of Him who subjected 
it, in hope 21 that the creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to corruption into the 

freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation groans and 
suffers the pains of childbirth together until now” (Rom. 8:20-22). 

 
The prophets speak of a time when this full reformation will take place and all will be 
thoroughly straightened.   
 

“They will not hurt or destroy in all My holy mountain, For the earth will be full of the knowledge 

of the LORD As the waters cover the sea” (Isa. 11:9). 
 
“For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover 

the sea” (Hab. 2:14). 

 
Psalm 57:5 Be exalted, O God, above the heavens! Let your glory be over all the earth! 

 
Isaiah 6:3 And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole 

earth is full of his glory!” 
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Psalm 72:19 Blessed be his glorious name forever; may the whole earth be filled with his glory! 
Amen and Amen! 

 
Psalm 57:11 Be exalted, O God, above the heavens! Let your glory be over all the earth! 
 
Habakkuk 3:3 God came from Teman, and the Holy One from Mount Paran. His splendor 

covered the heavens, and the earth was full of his praise. Selah 
 
Psalm 108:4-5 For your steadfast love is great above the heavens; your faithfulness reaches to the 
clouds. Be exalted, O God, above the heavens! Let your glory be over all the earth! 

 
Numbers 14:21 But truly, as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord, 
 
Matthew 6:9-10 Pray then like this: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your 
kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

 
The day is coming when the presence of God will cover the entire creation for the joy of 
His people.  What once was will once more be. 
 
IF . . .  
 
If His desire is for us to dwell in His presence and to enjoy Him forever, then our quest 
is to recognize His presence right now and to experience His joy and pleasure right now. 
Such an experience is not controlled by our circumstances but by His presence. And if He 
will never leave us or forsake us, then today is our day of rest. 
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BUT HOW, how might we right now celebrate the presence of God for our joy? 
 
We celebrate His presence today by . . .  
 
Recognizing everything is from God, sustained by God and for God.  This is what Joseph 
did, this is what Job did and this is what Paul did and this is what Jesus does. 
 
We celebrate His presence today by . . .  
 
Understanding the Story in which we live is Jesus-centered, thus we need to see our story 
as an outworking of His Story. 
 
SO WHERE DO WE BEGIN  
 
Let us walk through the Bible from Genesis through Revelation to show why the idea of 
“His desire is for us to dwell in His presence and to enjoy Him forever,” is true.  
Moreover, why today, right now, we can live lives of celebration and rest regardless of 
our circumstances. 
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ENDNOTES 

1 http://www.biblica.com/niv/reading-the-bible/  
2 http://www.globalopps.org/training/articles/onestory.htm#note6  
3 N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 41-42. 
4 The redemptive activity of God comes first through shadow in the form of Seed Promise and Blood 

Picture.  This shadow or type will find its fulfillment and completion in the antitype or substance that is 
Jesus. 

5 Pastor theologian John Piper provides this answer to the question, “What is God’s glory?”  “The public 
display of the infinite beauty and worth of God is what I mean by ‘glory,’ and I base that partly on Isaiah 
6, where the seraphim say, ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty. The whole earth is full of his—‘and 
you would expect them to say ‘holiness’ and they say ‘glory.’ They're ascribing ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord 
God Almighty. The whole earth is full of his—‘and when that goes public in the earth and fills it, you call 
it ‘glory.’ So God's glory is the radiance of his holiness, the radiance of his manifold, infinitely worthy 

and valuable perfections.” http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/ask-pastor-john/what-is-
gods-glory   

6 English Pastor Charles Haddon Spurgeon provides a stimulating idea of this in his sermon, “A view 
of God’s Glory.”  “Now, what attribute is God about to show to Moses? His petition is, ‘Show me thy glory.’ 
Will he show him his justice? Will he show him his holiness? Will he show his wrath? Will he show him 
his power? Will he break yon cedar and show him he is almighty? Will he rend yonder mountain and show 
him that he can be angry? Will he bring his sins to remembrance, and show that he is omniscient? No; hear 
the still small voice—‘I will make all my goodness pass before thee.’ Ah! the goodness of God is God's glory. 
God's greatest glory is that he is good. The brightest gem in the crown of God is his goodness. ‘I will 
make all my goodness pass before thee.’ There is a panorama such as time would not be long enough 
for you to see.”  http://www.spurgeon.org/sermons/3120.htm “A View of God's Glory,” A Sermon (No. 
3120) Published on Thursday, November 26th, 1908. Delivered by C. H. SPURGEON, At New Park Street 
Chapel, Southwark.  Also see Jesus is Enough: Readings on the Greatness of God by Patrick J. Griffiths. 

7 http://www.behindthename.com/name/shekinah   
This word [Shekinah] does not appear in the Bible, but later Jewish scholars used it to refer to the dwelling 
place of God, especially the Temple in Jerusalem . 

8 http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13537-shekinah  
The unedited full-text of the 1906 Jewish Encyclopedia. 

 


