
    From the Heart of the Pastor  

     THEOPHANIES, PT. I 

 
Theophany is the term generally used for a special appearance of God. It is taken from two Greek words 
meaning “God” and “appearance.”  The Old Testament records many different forms of theophanies.  For 
example, the Lord God appeared to Jacob in a dream at Bethel, Gen 28:12-17; in a vision to Abraham, 
15:1-21, and to the prophets, Isa 6:1-13; Eze 1-3; etc.  The Lord himself affirms, “".. Hear my words: If there 
is a prophet among you, I the LORD make myself known to him in a vision; I speak with him in a dream.””  
Num 12:6.   In addition, the Lord God appeared as a burning bush to Moses, Ex 3:2-4:17; as an angel of 
the Lord to Hagar, Gen 16:7-14; Abraham, 22:9-18; Gideon, Jdg 6:11-24; as the angelic commander of the 
Lord’s army, Josh 5:13-15; Jdg 2:1-5; etc.  .   
 
The Lord God also led his people in the Exodus event as a pillar of cloud by day and as a pillar of fire by 
night, Ex 13:21-22; 14:19; Neh 9:19. However, God’s appearance at Mt. Sinai exceeds all of these divine 
appearances in terms of its grandeur, impact, significance regarding the time of God’s redemptive purposes 
and its magnitude as a type of God’s presence with his people that is fulfilled in the incarnation of Jesus 
Christ and that is consummated in heaven.  Up to this point God had manifest himself in ways stated above 
to his people, but with his creation of the nation of Israel and the construction of the tabernacle as the 
special dwelling place of God with his people, God’s appearances would hereafter be difficult connected 
with the ark of the covenant or the tabernacle, Ex 25:8; 40:34-38, and later, the temple, 1 Ki 8:11.   
 
In theophanies, the incomprehensible God who is different and distinct from his creation, that is, holy, and 
who cannot be limited by it, 1 Ki 8:27; Ps 139:8-10, Amos 9:2-4, limits or accommodates himself to specific 
forms of the creation he himself made.  It is significant to note that in none of these divine appearances 
does God present himself in the form of an animal.  This is a deliberate attempt to avoid any association of 
Israelite worship with pagan cultures in the ancient Near Eastern cultures, especially in Egypt, who 
associated (at least one of) their gods with an animal form.   Recall Israel’s idolatrous representation of God 
in the form of the Egyptian bull in the Golden calf incident, Ex 32.  It is no wonder then that the phrase the 
glory of the Lord is used to describe God’s incomparable Presence in his theophanies.  “The glory of the 
LORD dwelt on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days. And on the seventh day he called to Moses 
out of the midst of the cloud. Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire on the 
top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel.”  Ex 24:16-17.  The climactic event of the book of 
Exodus, the theophany of the Lord at the completion of the tabernacle, is beautifully described in this 
manner: “Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. And 
Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of the LORD 
filled the tabernacle.” 40:34-35. 
 
After the exile, this glory cloud signifying God’s dwelling with his people was called the Shekinah or the 
Shekinah glory.  As the glory cloud filled the tabernacle in the book of Exodus, so the Lord God descends 
upon and fills the New Testament church, in the temple of the Lord, on the day of Pentecost, Acts 2:1-4.  
The New Testament also associates this glory cloud with the First and Second Comings of Christ.  For 
example, at his birth, and angel of the Lord appears to the shepherds in the field and “the glory of the Lord 
shone around them,..” After the consolation of the terrified shepherds and after the declaration of the 
means by which the Savior will be identified, the Scripture tells us that “..  Suddenly there was with the 
angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth 



peace among those with whom he is pleased.””  Lk 2:9, 14.   Recall the glory cloud which appeared at 
Jesus’ transfiguration, Mt 17:5.  At his Second Coming, the Lord Jesus Christ is described as coming with 
the clouds, Rev 1:7, even “..a white cloud, and seated on the cloud one like a son of man, with a golden 
crown on his head, and a sharp sickle in his hand.”  14:14.  Indeed, the Lord God who appears in glory in 
the Old Testament will appear in like manner in the eschatological consummation.  “Then I saw a new 
heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no 
more.  And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride 
adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of 
God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as 
their God.”  Rev 21:1-3, but see Rev 21-22. 
 
 
We’ll complete this discussion next week, God willing.  In the meantime, have a great and godly week. 

 

Pastor Mike  

 
 
 
Source consulted: M. F. Rooker, “Theophany,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 859–864, passim. 
 
 
 


