


Pause and Discuss
The Presence of God

What do you think of when you hear the 
phrase ‘The Presence of God’? 

What experiences have you had of the 
presence of God?

Three Ways We Speak of ‘God’s Presence’

(1) God’s Omnipresence

Part of what it means for God to be God is that he is spirit and so 
is not limited to a particular location. God is always present 
everywhere and there is nowhere we can go that will somehow 
be hidden or away from his presence (see Psalm 139:7-8 and 
Jeremiah 23:24).

(2) God’s Indwelling Presence

After giving his disciples the Great Commission, Jesus promised 
that he would be with them always until the end of the age. This 
means more than just that God is with them because of his 
omnipresence. Through the Spirit poured out at Pentecost, God 
is present with believers always as he dwells in our hearts. 

(3) God’s Manifest Presence

Though God is present always, there are sometimes particular 
moments where we have experiences of an increased awareness 
and appreciation of God’s presence, and his presence changes 
from a theoretical reality to an experiential one. This is known as 
the manifest presence of God. 
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In The Beginning

At the very start of the Bible, we read that God 
created the heavens and the earth. The dwelling 
place of God and the dwelling place of man were 
together. 

This is particularly notable in Eden, where God’s 
presence is symbolized through the tree of life and 
the rivers that flow outwards to bless the land, and
is experienced as Adam and Eve walk with God in 
the cool of day. Eden has rightly been described as 
the first temple, and we see the Tabernacle and 
Temple have design fixtures that evoke images of 
Eden. 

After Adam and Eve sinned, the unity of heaven 
and earth is torn asunder. Carrying guilt and shame, 
the humans hide and avoid God’s presence, and as
part of God’s judgement on sin, they are evicted 
from the place of the presence and access is 
barred. 

The rest of the Bible story is driven by the 
fundamental question of how heaven and earth will 
be reunited and sinful people will once more be 
welcomed back into the presence of God. 
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Moses and God’s Presence

Through the rest of Genesis, there is no place that people 
can go to encounter God’s presence, and we are limited 
to the occasional moments where God takes the 
initiative to meet with a specific individual (and even 
then, it is often mediated through angels). 

When God met with Moses, his presence was more 
intimate than it had been with the patriarchs in Genesis. 
In the encounter at the burning bush, Moses realised that 
he was standing on sacred ground and removed his 
shoes. God revealed his name (YHWH) to Moses and this 
encounter empowered him. 

After leading the people out of Egypt, Moses met with 
God again on Mount Sinai, with earthquake, smoke and 
thunder and received the covenant and the 
commandments. 

When he came down the mountain and discovered that 
the people had sinned, Moses pleaded for God’s 
presence to go with them, and personally he asked to 
see God’s glory. God did agree that Moses would have an 
experience of his glory passing by, but that he would 
only see his back, as nobody could see his face (Hebrew: 
panim = presence) and live.



The Tabernacle

The story of Exodus is more than just God freeing 
his people from slavery in Egpyt. A large part of the 
book is taken up with the construction of the 
Tabernacle, and this is key to the story.
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The Temple

The Temple that was built by Solomon continued the 
Tabernacle system in a way that was more appropriate for a 
people settled into the land. It was an ornate and impressive 
building and once again, the presence of the Lord came upon 
the Temple as Solomon dedicated it.

The Temple had the same weaknesses and strengths as the 
Tabernacle. It still meant that access to the presence of God 
was out of bounds for most people most of the time, and yet 
the Temple became a focal point of the worship of Israel, and 
prophets and psalmists alike would speak of the temple as a 
kind of shorthand for being in the presence of God. 

When the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem, it was a 
heartbreaking moment in Israel’s history for a number of
reasons. Primary among them was that the temple was 
destroyed and the place of God’s presence was gone. 

When the people returned from Exile, the first priority was to 
rebuild the Temple, and we see this happen in the book of 
Ezra. They go through a similar dedication process to what 
Solomon had done in the original Temple, but the difference 
is that this time God’s presence does not fill the Temple. 
God’s people are left longing and praying that his presence
will once again return to Israel.

“…let them make me a sanctuary that I may 
dwell in their midst.” 

(Exodus 25:8)

God’s presence led the people on their journey 
through the wilderness, appearing as cloud by day 
and fire by night. 

When the camp settled, the glory cloud fell on the 
tabernacle and God’s presence was in the midst of
the people. 

However, access was still limited. Because of sin, 
most people could not get near to the most holy 
place where the presence dwelt. Only the high 
priest could enter in, and even then it was only once 
a year and needed to be accompanied with 
sacrifices and rituals. 



Jesus the Temple

When God’s presence does finally return, it does 
not happen the way people expected. In the 
prologue to John’s gospel, we are told that ‘the 
word became flesh and made his dwelling [literally 
‘tabernacled’] among us. Rather than being
confined to a building, God’s presence was on the 
move as a flesh and blood walking temple in the 
person of Jesus.  

Jesus spoke about himself using this Temple 
language, and he promised his resurrection by 
saying. ‘Destroy this Temple and in three days I will 
raise it up.’ 

The actions we see recorded of Jesus in the 
gospels are exactly what we would expect of one in 
whom heaven and earth meets. The way he brings 
healing, freedom and grace are like a pocket of 
heaven breaking out on the earth. 

Following the crucifixion of Jesus, we are once 
again left in a position where God’s presence had 
been accessible on earth but then is gone. This time 
however, he was back three days later. 
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The Church as God’s Dwelling Place

At Pentecost, we see echoes of the glory of God 
descending and filling the Tabernacle and then the 
Temple as the Holy Spirit descends and fills the church. 

The dwelling place of God on the earth is no longer a 
particular place or even an individual person, but the 
community of all believers.

All Christians have the presence of God indwelling us,
and we see in Acts a pattern of being filled with the
Spirit where his empowering presence equips and
transforms us in our worship and our mission. This is an 
ongoing experience that we should long for and press 
into. 

The New Testament emphasis on the church as the 
Temple is primarily corporate, and this has profound 
implications for our understanding and expectation of 
the church coming together in gathered settings. 

That said, there are also verses such as 1 Cor. 6:19 where 
Temple language is used of an individual Christian, 
particularly in unpacking the ethical implications of being 
a dwelling place for the Holy Spirit. 



The New Creation

When Christ returns, the victory over sin will be 
won once and for all and there will be no barrier 
preventing redeemed humanity from experiencing 
and enjoying God’s presence. 

We are told that the New Jerusalem will descend 
from heaven to earth, and its dimensions are 
given as a gigantic cube (symbolising the holy of 
holies). In this, heaven and earth are reunited and
the whole of the new creation will be full of God’s
presence.

In Revelation 21:3, it is put this way: “Behold, the 
dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell 
with them and they will be his people.” 

Finally, the curse of Genesis will be undone and 
we will be in the manifest presence of God 
forevermore. 
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And I saw no temple in the city, for its 
temple is the Lord God Almighty and the 

Lamb.” 
(Revelation 21:22)

Pause and Discuss
Experiencing God’s Presence

Do you think there are things that we can do in 
order to experience more of God’s manifest 
presence?

If not, why not? If yes, what things?


