Session Two: Is God real? And if he is, what is he like?

NOTE: To download the mp3 of this talk, the PowerPoint, and the Tough Question handouts, visit: http://www.commongroundchurch.co.za/FREERESOURCES/Stuff4churchleaders/GodSessions.aspx
What the Master of Ceremonies (MC) needs to do on this night.

The MC makes sure that people feel welcome and hosted well, that the night flows well, and that people are clear about what is happening next. But they also prepare the people for the presenter. And then, once the presenter is finished, they give any other logistical instructions for the night.

Here is an example of what to say before the presentation begins…

· Introduce yourself briefly.

· Welcome everyone. ‘Those of you who came last week for the first time, welcome back. We’re delighted you took up our invitation to do the God Sessions journey. Those of you here for the first time, ‘We’re starting a four-week journey called ‘The God Sessions’ tonight. Welcome.

· Perhaps tell read them the following funny children’s prayers – that a pre-school teacher collected:
· Dear God, I went to this wedding and they kissed right in church – is that okay? Ken

· Dear God, I think you for my baby brother. But what I prayed for was a puppy. Joyce

· Dear God, please put another holiday between Christmas and Easter – there is nothing good in there now. Ginny.

· Dear God, if you watch on church on Sunday, I will show you my new shoes. Mickey.

· Dear God, if you give me an Genie Lamp like Alladin’s I will give you anything except my money and my chess set. Raphael

· Dear God, I do not think anybody can be a better God, but I just want you to know that – and I’m not just saying it because you’re God. Charles

· Dear God, I want to be just like my daddy when I grow up, but just with less hair all over. Sam

· Dear God, instead of letting people die and making new ones, who don’t you just keep the ones you got? Jane

Then, after the presentation is complete, starting this week, the MC also tells people about the free booklets that are being handed out….

· ‘That brings us to the end of the night. It’s got me freshly thinking.’

· ‘All this talk about God may have surfaced some questions in you. Two common questions are ‘Isn’t belief in God a delusion?’ and ‘How could a loving God allow suffering?’ On your seats you would have found booklets answering these questions. Feel free to take them home and read it. Just a warning – if you’re not an academic-type you may find the one about ‘Isn’t belief in God a delusion?’ quite difficult to follow.’

Outline

A. Live or edited 2-3 minute testimony of a person who came to faith. 

B. First part of the talk with Power Point background.

C. Performance song with Video Clip silently playing in background.

D. Second part of the talk with Power Point background.

Questions to be discussed after talk  

What have you grown up believing about God?

Are you open to rethinking your beliefs about God?

What part of this talk really got you thinking?

Have you ever experienced God?

What questions are you hoping to have answered in the coming weeks?

Detailed Presentation

A. Live or edited 2-3 minute testimony of a person who came to faith. 

The use of people’s testimonies is very powerful if it is done right. Here are the rules of a good testimony: 1) The right person must be chosen. Find someone whose story of how God made himself real to them connects with the specific talk for the night. Keep in mind that if a testimony is used every week that there needs to be a variety of personality, age, gender, background etc of people used. 2) Explain to them that a two to three minute testimony is needed that the average non-Christian person will connect with, so do not use religious language and do not get over-emotional in how you say it. The basic outline should be: a) Tell us about what stopped you from trusting in Christ previously; b) What happened that you started to trust in Christ and; c) What positive difference has Christ made in your life?  3) Get them to practice it on you and others. Give them feedback about any suggested changes. 4) If possible, video record and edit it adding background music. My preference is to get them to write down their testimony and to audio record them reading it – and then put up a few creative pictures that capture different parts of the story, with a little wordless music embedded. But live can be just as good.

B. First part of the talk with Power Point background
About this talk. This talk can come across as being overly intellectual for many people. The first half has to do with convincing people that it is almost certain there is a God through scientific means. Keep this interesting. Keep this moving. The second half then needs to speak to their hearts. Be sure to use personal stories. Be sure to reveal how God has revealed himself to you. In your preparation feel free to leave out those points you deem unnecessary. If you do make changes, make sure these changes are reflected in the corresponding PowerPoint presentation.
Tonight we’re going to answer one of the questions I raised last week, ‘Is God real? And if he is, what is he like?’ (repeat twice)

This is a very important question. The answer to the question changes everything.

For example, if there is a God, that simple fact could radically change the very way you see the world around you, and your life in it. Let me give you an example. I read an article by someone in the Reader’s Digest. This paragraph stood out to me: ‘I do not believe in God. Many of my friends that do not believe feel quite proud about their not believing, as though they have not been deceived. But if I am honest, I sometimes feel like I am missing out. When I go for a walk with friends, who have a deep belief in God and we see a babbling stream, they are ecstatic – since their belief in God causes them to see a world of wonder beyond it, whereas I just see a stream.’ 

Not only that, if there is no God then its most likely that there is no real purpose for your life, there is no such thing as absolute goodness or absolute evil, your life is not worth much more than that of a rodent, or a tree - and when you die, you die. 

But what if there is a God? What is he or she or it like? Have you ever grappled with this question? My guess is at some time in your life you may have grappled with this question already. A friend of mine was the child-minder of a 4-year old Jewish boy called Zach. One day, out of the blue, he updated her on where he stood with God: ‘I love God – but I don’t think he likes me very much.’ She  asked him why. He replied, ‘Cos I talk to him, but he doesn’t talk back to me … or maybe he does but he is very (and he says this word very softly) ‘violent’.’ What do you mean, ‘violent’? He answered, ‘You know (and he whispers this word with his finger over his mouth as if to speak softly) ‘violent’. (Of course he meant ‘silent’ in that last word.)

The reality is that most people in our culture believe in God, but they still live as functional atheists. God doesn’t really impact our daily lives in a meaningful way. Why is that?

Maybe it’s because our perception of God has been marred by a grumpy Sunday School teacher, or by a fire-and-brim-stone soap box preacher, or by a no-fun, party-pooper friend, or by a mean-spirited, hypocritical, self-righteous, unloving relative who you consider religious. And though you may not be aware of it, all of these experiences have influenced your view of God.

Maybe you perceive God to be ‘violent’ or just-as-bad ‘silent’ and that he doesn’t seem to like you. Maybe the thought of God makes you feel a residue of guilt – folded-arms and head-master like, keeping score of how you live your life?

Maybe it’s because you haven’t taken the time out to really think about who God is, and how that would impact your life anyway. Maybe you’re like a person I once spoke to who said, ‘When I sail I feel God in the wind – and that’s all I need to know about God – that he is there. I’m not really interested in knowing more about him.’ 

Maybe, if you’re honest, you’re so focused on your goals – or maybe so satisfied with your life as it is – that you don’t want to throw it off balance and think about things like God? In the words of Homer Simpson, ‘Why should I go to church? Why can’t I worship God in my own way? My own way is to pray like hell on my death bed.’

But the question remains, ‘If there is a God, what is he like?’ I’m asking you to open-mindedly, and maybe even with wide-eyed curiosity, come on a journey with me as we explore this question…

We’re going to try answer the two questions in this talk: 1) Is God real? 2) If he is, what is he like?

Firstly, is God real?

Interestingly, the Bible never tries to prove the existence of God. It just assumes God is real. The Bible’s opening line is this, ‘In the beginning, God…’ 

Allow me to briefly answer a common question that has plagued many: ‘If God made the universe, who made God?’ The answer is this: If it is true that God made the universe which consists of time and space and matter – then this God must transcend time and space and matter! This means that he is beyond time itself – and therefore, being timeless, doesn’t need a beginning or an end. He is eternal - from infinite past to infinite future. A God who creates time needs no beginning. And therefore needs no Creator himself.

Belief in God has come under attack for centuries – and recently a new wave of highly articulate atheists have got their message out there - one of them, the brilliant biologist Richard Dawkins, who even calls faith in God ‘a delusion’. They have argued from science and philosophy why they believe there is almost certainly no God.

But we must note that there are equally intelligent and qualified people who have responded to these arguments with equal brilliance:

1) Brilliant scientists disagree. One such person is Francis Collins, head of the Human Genome Project. His scientific pursuit led him to his faith in God. He has even debated Dawkins in the Time magazine, and one gets a sense that he matches Dawkins on every point. 2) And brilliant philosophers disagree. The brilliant philosopher, Alvin Plantinga, says that Dawkins is a brilliant scientist but that he is a poor philosopher and that his philosophical deductions, though being based on solid science, are faulty. 

To see these articles check out ‘www.friends-first.com’ and click on ‘Tough Qs’ and then click on ‘Is belief delusional?’

I’m not a scientist, but I can read and I can think. After years of exploring the matter myself here are my conclusions:

1) Science cannot with 100% certainty prove or disprove the existence of God.

2) Both atheists and believers need faith. It requires faith to believe there is a God. And it requires faith to believe there is no God.

3) However, in light of scientific discovery, it requires far more faith to believe there is no God than to believe there is a God. In other words it seems to require more faith to believe that everything created itself, than to believe that God created it. Let me explain what I mean by briefly asking four questions…

1) How did nothing become everything?

The most accepted scientific theories tell us that at some point nothing became everything in the Big Bang.
One of the most established theories in science is that the universe had a beginning roughly 14 billion years ago. But where did it come from? The law of cause and effect says that if anything gets started, something started it. If we suddenly heard a loud bang outside, and you asked, ‘What made that bang?’ and I said, ‘Oh nothing – it just happened,’ you would intuitively disagree with me. Or if you saw a ball roll down the hall, you’d know something caused it to a roll – either a person or gravity. Similarly, we can intuitively know that it is impossible for nothing to suddenly become everything 14 billion years ago.

I find it hard to believe this happened on its own. I find it easier to believe God made it happen.
2) Why is the universe so fine-tuned?

Astrophysicists have discovered that the universe is perfectly fine-tuned so that you and I could exist. 

You and I could not have existed if just a few physical constants in the universe were different. For example, if the expansion rate of the Big Bang was just one trillion, trillion, trillion, trillion, trillionth of a degree more than it was – the universe would have exploded too fast – and the spiraling matter would have made the possibility of a stable planet like earth impossible. If the expansion rate was just one trillion trillion trillion trillion trillionth of a degree slower the universe would have collapsed in on itself – and there would be no possibility of a spacious universe or life. The odds of the Big Bang happening at the perfect rate are unbelievable – and yet it happened perfectly. And there are dozens of other such constants that need to be perfectly fine-tuned, within equal accuracy, for us to even exist. 

I find it hard to believe that this just happened on its own. I find it easier to believe that God fine-tuned it. Paul Davies, former professor of theoretical physics and Cambridge wrote, ‘Through my scientific work I have come to believe more and more strongly that the physical universe is put together with an ingenuity so astonishing that I cannot … believe our existence as living beings in the universe is a mere quirk of fate, an accident in history, an incidental blip in the great cosmic drama.’ 

3) How did life start?

Scientists tell us that a long time ago life appeared on this planet. 

Every scientific theory that has tried to explain how nonliving matter came alive has been disputed. There is no explanation for how it happened. 

I find it hard to believe that this just happened on its own. I find it easier to believe that God may have been involved. Listen to Dr Francis Crick, co-discoverer of the double-helix structure of the DNA: ‘An honest person, armed with all the knowledge available to us now, would have to admit that the origin of life from nonliving matter appears to be a miracle – so many are the conditions which would have had to be satisfied to get it going.’

4) How come DNA is so complex?
Scientists have discovered that life is unimaginably complex. 
The decoding of DNA has dazzled scientists in the last decades. Amazingly, every cell in your body contains more information than is stored in an entire Encyclopaedia Brittanica. 

I find it hard to believe that this happened on its own. I find it easier to believe that God made it happen. Professor Anthony Flew, a prominent British philosopher who was considered one of the world's best-known atheists, recently said that he had come to believe in God based on developments in DNA research. He said, ‘What I think the DNA material has done is show that intelligence must have been involved in getting these extraordinarily diverse elements together. The enormous complexity by which the results were achieved look to me like the work of intelligence.’

The brilliant scientist and astronomer, Fred Hoyle sums up these insights:

‘A common sense interpretation of the facts suggests that a superintellect has monkeyed with physics, as well as with biology and chemistry.’ 

My main point is this: I’m saying that it takes far more faith to believe that everything created itself, than to believe that God created it!

So there’s a Creator – so what?

Let’s assume that there is a Creator. Think about what that means: It means that everything in creation is a signpost to its Creator…

The Bible (Psalm 19:1) says, ‘The universe and everything in it has a single message: God is glorious.’ Listen to Isaiah the prophet 2700 years ago, ‘Lift up your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who brings out the stars one by one, and calls them each by name. Because of his great power and strength not one of them is missing.’ He was calling us not to just look to the stars, but beyond the stars to their maker. He was saying, ‘You think the stars are awesome? Imagine how awesome there Maker is.’

If God is real, then as we wander through the universe, we are not just encountering meaningless stuff; rather we are walking through an art gallery – through God’s private property - and each piece of art – whether star or sand-grain, ant or antelope, field or fellow human-being – reflect some of the Creator’s heart, intelligence, power, compassion and creativity. Life is very different when you really believe there is a God, and that he made it all. 

Christians sometimes sing their prayers. Let’s listen to someone sing about God – in light of creation …

C. Performance song with movie clip silently playing in background. 

Get a musician to sing the Chris Tomlin song ‘Indescribable’. The words are written below. At the same time play the Movie Clip silently as a background moving picture of the beauty of creation. When the musician finishes (and encourage them to keep it shorter) also stop the movie clip (since only the first part of the movie clip is ideal for this presentation).

From the highest of heights to the depths of the sea

Creation's revealing Your majesty

From the colors of fall to the fragrance of spring

Every creature unique in the song that it sings

All exclaiming

Indescribable, uncontainable,

You placed the stars in the sky and You know them by name.

You are amazing God

All powerful, untamable,

Awestruck we fall to our knees as we humbly proclaim

You are amazing God

Who has told every lightning bolt where it should go

Or seen heavenly storehouses laden with snow

Who imagined the sun and gives source to its light

Yet conceals it to bring us the coolness of night

None can fathom

Indescribable, uncontainable,

You placed the stars in the sky and You know them by name

You are amazing God

All powerful, untamable,

Awestruck we fall to our knees as we humbly proclaim

You are amazing God

Indescribable, uncontainable,

You placed the stars in the sky and You know them by name.

You are amazing God

Incomparable, unchangeable

You see the depths of my heart and You love me the same

You are amazing God

You are amazing God
The movie clip mentioned above can be found on www.youtube.com under ‘deeper (beauty of creation) vol 2’. Find it by typing this in the searchbar.

D. Second part of the talk with Power Point background.

Let’s assume God is real and for the rest of this talk explore this question,  ‘What is God like?’

This is where things get interesting. On Google, search for ‘who is God?’ and almost 200,000,000 sites appear. And if you start looking through them, you find radically contradictory claims about God. One site claims God is an energy field. Another site says that God and nature are basically the same thing – ‘gaia’ is the word. Another speaks of there being 330 million gods arranged in hierarchy. Another site claims that you are God - you just haven’t realized it yet. Another site explains that God is far too exalted to be approached in any personal way. Yet another site speaks about God as a buddy you can hang out with. And on and on. All these contradictions and options can get dizzying. One thing is certain: they can’t all be true at the same time. 

To make things a little simpler, tonight we are going to freshly explore the God of the Bible. It deserves to be said that the Bible is the single most developed ancient description of God we have on planet earth: 

Which other book was written over a period of 1600 years, by 40 different authors, from different walks of life, different continents, different languages and eras, who all wrote down how they believed God had revealed himself to them and to their generation?

Just think about that: if you were to take any ten people and ask them who they believed God to be, you would get such radically contradictory answers. Yet amazingly, the complex descriptions of God by these forty authors weave together in the most surprisingly compatible way. 

So what does the Bible say about God? We’ll explore two major descriptions of God in the Bible, descriptions that are not just mentioned once or twice, but weave throughout the Scriptures from Genesis to Revelations, from the beginning of time till its end – and beyond time itself…

Firstly, The Bible claims that God is a holy king.

The true prophets were those who had been given supernatural revelations from God. Let’s look at the prophet Isaiah’s description of his encounter with God in chapter 6 of his book: 

‘In the year the king died…’

Isaiah was reeling from the changes happening in his world. We live in a time when everything is changing so fast. Like, Isaiah you may wonder: is there anything in this world of change that stays the same? Isaiah got his answer…

‘I saw the Lord, seated on a throne, high and exalted’. 

God granted him spiritual sight. He had a supernatural vision into the spiritual realm and this is what he saw: He saw God ruling the universe – unmatched, unrivalled, having reigned as a king from eternity past to eternity future. He saw a God who is large and in charge, owning it all, knowing it all, sustaining it all. I sometimes imagine how my day would be different if instead of reading all the shocking headlines of what’s happening on my way to work I read this headline: ‘God is still on control.’ 

‘And around the throne angels were calling to one another: ‘Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty. The whole earth is full of his amazing presence.’ 

Isaiah, in his vision, realized that God did not just create everything, but that he fills the whole world with his amazing, invisible presence. And he heard the angels singing the same word again and again: holy, holy, holy… 

What does it mean that God is holy? JI Packer, a great theologian, defines the holiness of God like this: ‘When Scripture calls God holy the word signifies everything about God that sets him apart from us, makes him different to us, and makes him worthy of our deepest awe, adoration and respect. It covers all aspects of his transcendent greatness and moral perfection. Every facet of God’s nature and every aspect of his character may properly be spoken of as holy just because it is his. The core of the concept however is God’s perfect moral purity – his motives and his ways are marked by absolute integrity.’ 

Do you believe this about God? That he is the eternal and great king who reigns over everything? That his amazing presence fills the world and this room? That God is holy and worthy of our deepest awe and affection?

CS Lewis tried to portray this aspect of God in the figure of Aslan in The Chronicles of Narnia. Listen to this excerpt from The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe:

‘If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without his knees knocking, he is either braver than most or else just silly. If the children ever thought that a thing cannot be good and terrible at the same time they were cured of it now. When they tried to look at Aslan’s face they just caught a glimpse of the golden mane and the great, royal, solemn, overwhelming eyes; and they found they couldn’t look at him and went all trembly’ 

This leads us to another aspect of God…

Secondly, the Bible claims that God is a loving Father. 

God created us different to other creatures. The Bible says that we were made in his image – this is why humans can have a personal relationship with God. There are many images the Bible uses for this personal relationship – God as friend, God as lover – but the most dominant one is God as loving father. 

I heard a wonderful story of a Spanish Father whose son had stolen money from him, and ran away from home in his pursuit of his work as a drug-dealer. He had brought great pain to this father. Amazingly, the Father went in pursuit of his son but could not find him. So he put a large ad in the El Madrid newspaper: ‘Paco, meet me at Hotel Montana Tuesday, noon. All is forgiven. Papa’. Paco is a common name, so when he arrived at the hotel there were over two hundred Paco’s waiting. 

I love that story for two reasons: 1) It so resonates with my deep longing – and probably your deep longing - for a Father who loves me unconditionally, and who is willing to forgive me despite the pain I have caused him and myself. 2) It is just like a story Jesus told of a rebellious son who ran far away from his Father and pursued a reckless life. But the son came to his senses and came home. Jesus tells what happened when he did so… 

‘While the son was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him. He ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.’ The Father then said to his servants, ‘Quick, bring the best robe and put it on him. Let’s throw a party and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again, he was lost and is found.’ 

Jesus told this story to explain to people what God is like. Jesus was saying that God is like a heartbroken Father who waits for us to come to him, and despite how much we have rejected his authority, or wounded his heart, he will take us still – if we will but come to him. He is full of grace, compassion, mercy, generosity, and joy – and he wants to share it with us – if we let him.’ 

Damian only met his Father for the first time when he was 27. This is what he had to say of the experience: ‘Before I met him, my knees were shaking. Meeting him hit me hard. I could see it hit him harder. He told me he had been thinking about me all these years. When I went home, I felt different. I think something changes in your heart when you meet your father.’


I lost my dad when I was 16, so when I heard Damian’s story, I was really moved and thought to myself: ‘When I met God I also felt different – I think something changes in your heart when you meet your heavenly Father.’ That’s my experience, at least. 

Could it be that our heavenly father waits for us to come to him. And it’s not just our heart beating fast – but his heart beats too?

We’re nearing the end now.

If it is true that God is real, that God created everything and everything in creation is a signpost pointing towards its Creator, and if it is true that God is a holy king and a loving Father then that changes everything. 

Let me end with a question: What causes your heart to come alive? What causes your heart to burn with a pulsating sense of life and deep satisfaction?

For me, many things seem to do this a little – to be honest, just doing this talk makes my heart feel alive, and there is the joy of seeing loved ones succeed in their goals – like watching my mom, a fashion designer, yesterday put on a fashion show that was exceptional, or bonding with my wife, or dropping into a big wave, or hiking through the Himalayas, or accomplishing something great, or buying a new Apple computer that you’ve had your eye on for some time, or being with friends you love, or bonding with a two year old god-daughter who calls you by you ‘Lemon’ rather than ‘Terran’ – and on and on.

But I’m going to be honest with you: nothing has so caused my heart to come alive – and to burn – like my relationship with God – which has been the priority of my life for over a decade. During this time, I have had 100s of personal encounters with him – usually very gentle – sometimes dramatic, sometimes on my own, sometimes with other believers. Sometimes in the middle of the day, sometimes in the middle of the night. Sometimes I experience God as an awesome Creator. Sometimes as a holy king. Sometimes as a loving Father. Sometimes I experience God in other ways too. 

Prime for next week … 

So the Bible tells us that God is an awesome Creator, a holy king and a loving Father. But we’re still just scraping the surface of God, so to speak. Next week we explore how God is so much more than even that – how he has even given us the clearest window into who he really is … ‘Who is Jesus? And does it matter anyway?’ 
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