
    From the Heart of the Pastor  

 

     THEOPHANIES, PT.  II  

 
In contrast to pagan theophanies which result from the persistent and determined efforts of man, biblical 
theophanies are always introduced by God.  For example, in their conflict with Elijah on Mt. Camel, the 
prophets of Baal prayed fervently from morning until noon, “..  cried aloud and cut themselves after their 
custom with swords and lances, until the blood gushed out upon them. ..raved on until the time of the 
offering of the oblation, but there was no voice. No one answered; no one paid attention” 1 Ki 18:28-29.   
 
Theophanies are often related to their purpose.  For example, after God reveals himself to his people and 
inaugurates his covenant with them at Mt. Sinai, the theophany comes to an end.  The similar pattern is 
shown in divine self-Revelation to Moses in the burning bush experience, Ex 3:1 ff.   
 
The covenant context of the divine appearance stands out with great clarity throughout the Scripture.  The 
following pattern is easily detected: 
 
God appears to inaugurate or initiate the covenant.  We see such occurrences in the creation account of 
Gen 1:1-2:3 and in God’s appearances to Abraham, Gen 15: 17-21, and to Moses, Ex 3:1-4:17.  
 
God appears to instruct his subordinate covenant partner.  The broader context of God’s instruction of the 
sons of Israel through the mediator Moses takes place between Ex 20:1 and 23:33.  In like manner, the 
Angel of the Lord comes to assure Joshua of the Lord’s sovereign involvement in his military undertakings, 
Joshua 5:13-15.     
 
God appears to commission his prophet.   Such are the examples of Isaiah and Ezekiel in Isa 6 and Eze 1, 
respectively.   
 
God appears to encourage his prophet.  This is abundantly clear in the account of the beleaguered Elijah, 1 
Ki 19:9-18. 
 
God appears in covenantal judgment to his rebellious subjects.  Such occurrences have their beginning in 
the coming of the sound (or voice or thunder) of the Lord in the garden of Eden to fallen Adam and Eve, 
Gen 3:8 (8-19).  See also his coming in severe judgment to and of the rebellious priests, Nadab and Abihu, 
Lev 9:23-10:2.    
 
In these cases, man’s response to the appearances is one of fear and terror.  Israel’s response to the most 
prominent appearance of God in the Old Testament, it is recorded as follows: “Now when all the people 
saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the 
people were afraid and trembled, and they stood far off and said to Moses, "You speak to us, and we will 
listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die."”  Ex 20:18-19. 
 
In contrast to pagan traditions, the Lord God is not usually associated in theophany with milder aspects of 
nature such as rivers, trees and so on, but rather with those natural forces that often brought terror to man.  



In order to protect man from the fatal consequences of viewing the full disclosure of his own glory, Ex 
20:19; 33:20; Dt 18:16; the Lord God often reveals himself in lightning flashes; dark thunderclouds; raging 
storms; quaking mountains; deafening trumpet blasts; and so on.  In many of the Old Testament 
theophanies, then, nature is violently disturbed. 
 
Another prevalent characteristic of theophanies is that the physical location in which God appears is made 
holy or sanctified by his presence.  To this end, God warns Moses to take off his sandals for in the 
Presence of the Lord, Moses was standing on holy ground, Ex 3:5.  In a similar context employing the very 
words of Ex 3, the commander of the LORD's army said to Joshua, “"Take off your sandals from your feet, 
for the place where you are standing is holy."”  Josh 5:15.  These locations which are otherwise ordinary 
places of unspectacular mundane activities are holy because God’s Presence sanctifies it. 
 
In the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ as the Incarnate Son of God, God’s chosen people are 
compassionately relieved of the dread of being in God’s presence.  Regarding his dramatic humiliation on 
earth in order to seek, save and shepherd God’s people into his everlasting holy Presence, the Scripture 
testifies of him: “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father's side, he has made him 
known.”  Jn 1:18.  Indeed, “.. they shall call his name Immanuel" (which means, God with us).”  Mt 1:23.   
Therefore, in contrasting Israel’s worship experience before God on Mt. Sinai in the Old Covenant and 
the new covenant believers’ worship experience in the New Covenant, the writer to the Hebrews asserts: 
 

For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire  
and darkness and gloom and a tempest and the sound of a trum- 
pet and a voice whose words made the hearers beg that no 
further messages be spoken to them. For they could not 
endure the order that was given, "If even a beast touches the 
mountain, it shall be stoned." Indeed, so terrifying was the 
sight that Moses said, "I tremble with fear." But you have come 
to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 
Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and 
to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, 
and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous 
made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, 
and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the  
blood of Abel. Heb 12:18 -24. 

 
It is the voice of this Jesus who speaks to us from his cross on Calvary that we must obey. “For if they did 
not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, much less will we escape if we reject him 
who warns from heaven.”  v. 25.  Take care to hear and heed his voice. 
 
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.   


