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Following are the introduction and the first chapter of God, Up Close and Personal.
Introduction:

Learning to Trust God
When we are born, we come equipped with a large amount of trust. Newborns are not afraid of being dropped, falling, being thrown up in the air, making a scene in public—or even of being naked in front of everyone. Babies come with an assumption that all will be as safe and warm and comfortable on the outside of the womb as on the inside. 

But as we progress through life, things begin to erode our trust, things like child abuse, divorce, disease, crime, terrorism, and even things that aren’t quite so dramatic such as insensitivity, insincerity, unkindness and disloyalty. Nearly all of us have trust issues to some degree. And it’s no wonder. Our world is rife with issues that chip away at our trust, whether that trust is in God, parents, a spouse or friends. 

As our trust is eroded, it is often replaced with things like fear, mistrust, anger and anxiety. In fact, anxiety disorders are the most common mental illness in the U.S., with 40 million (18.1%) of the adult U.S. population (age 18 and older) affected. 
 

Because of all this, our biggest trust issues are often with the Lord God Himself. Why would He let bad things happen to good people, even those who have asked Jesus to be their personal savior, and have tried to live lives that honor Him? How can we release ourselves to truly trust Him with our lives, our loved ones, and our eternity?

Everyone has at least one story about someone whom they’ve known who was (or is) a follower of Christ, and seemed to have the sky fall upon them, regardless of how many prayers they sent heavenward. I have several stories of such instances, and in many of these cases, the Lord has given me a peace and sometimes a purpose as to why bad things happened to these good friends and family. But there’s one story which I still haven’t reconciled, and which God has not given me an answer, and perhaps He never will. 

It’s actually about a woman I never met. She was a friend of my dear friend Joey. Her name was Esther, and she had cancer. Joey has a support group for people with cancer, and Esther was one of the defining members when the support group was in its infancy. Joey told me a lot about Esther, and asked me to pray for her on a regular basis. I came to feel like I knew Esther. She was a woman who really loved God, and trusted Him. God would do small things in her life to give her a smile and let her know He was walking with her. 

Joey would send me updates on Esther’s condition, which seemed stable for a long while, but then suddenly, her health plunged downhill, and it wasn’t long before she was in the hospital having to sit upright simply to breathe. Esther was in her mid-forties and, thank God, had raised her children, and had four grandchildren. 

When Esther died, I spent several weeks chewing on the whole thing, wondering why God would take such a wonderful Christian woman so early in life; why He wouldn’t reach down and heal her; why He would even let cancer invade her body in the first place.

I never came away with answers, except the reminder that God’s perspective is from the topside, and ours is from the underside. We see the world as we know it, and think of it as beautiful; He sees the world as a tawdry caricature of its original magnificence. We see heaven as something we’re told is wonderful, but somewhat frightening because we cannot see it. He sees heaven as the real reality, and life in the world as “seeing in a mirror dimly.” We are the baby who thinks of the womb as the world, when the real world is waiting outside. So while we grieve Esther’s early departure, Esther is in fact running unencumbered and with boundless energy through breathtaking beauty, and into the arms of her Prince.  

Of course, we must trust that this is the case for Esther, since she hasn’t sent us a postcard. “Having a great time…you should see this place! Wish you were here!” So how do we trust God for that? How do we trust God for anything? I have come to realize that to trust God, I must first know His character, just as we come to trust people when we know their character. When someone is consistent, whether good or bad, we come to trust that they will continue to act within that character type. And incidentally, everyone is consistent in one way or another, even if it means they’re consistently inconsistent. (If that’s the case, RUN!) 

If we sense that our parents consistently try to make good decisions for us, even if they screw up once in a while (I’m a parent and can attest to having fallen off my pedestal early on), then we can trust them to continue to make good decisions and to protect and guide us. If a friend is loyal and nothing and no one can convince her to do otherwise, then she can be trusted. 

The same is true with God and his son, Jesus Christ. If there is one aspect of His character that we can take to the bank, it is that He is the same yesterday, today and forever (Hebrews 13:8). He is the definition of consistency: 

Of old Thou didst found the earth;

And the heavens are the work of Thy hands.

Even they will perish, but Thou dost endure;

And all of them will wear out like a garment;

Like clothing Thou wilt change them, and they will be changed.

But Thou art the same,

And Thy years will not come to an end.

Psalm 102: 25-26

We can trust in God’s consistency, and thank God, His years will not come to an end. In the Bible, God is called “the Ancient of Days.” How this translates is that God is the one true Judge who has seen it all, and whose memory is forever razor sharp. In today’s court system, cases get dragged out for months and even years. By the time a case goes to trial, facts are often blurred, memories are fuzzy, and sometimes more than one judge ends up presiding over the case. Who knows how many criminals have gone free, or how many innocents have been jailed due to just such inconsistencies? 

But God is the Ancient of Days, and He has seen it all, and remembers it all. He is the same judge who has presided for all eternity, and no one is getting away with anything. For all the unresolved murders and crimes committed in history, and all the criminals who think they got away scot-free, you can bet and you can trust that they really didn’t get away with anything. God is not mocked.

Not only is God’s character consistent and trustworthy, it is also good and patient and loving. Have you ever thought about what the world would be like if God was not good and loving? If He used us as mere pawns for evil intent? If He created us strictly to torture us? Can you imagine what kind of existence that would be? Of course, that would be like having Satan for a creator, and hell for a lifestyle. Aren’t you glad that God is a good God? 

But you know what? That’s just the tip of the iceberg. He’s so much more. God’s character is so wonderful, so amazing, so tender. He’s also very detail-oriented. And this is another reason to trust Him, because nothing escapes Him. And He cares about everything. Everything. Nothing is too menial, nothing too mundane.

Let’s go back to the story about Esther. As I said earlier, God in his infinite tenderness would show Himself in small ways to her. Joey once told me a story about the time she and Esther went into a grocery store to pick up a few items. They went their own ways, and ended up meeting in the freezer section. They were chatting, and suddenly Esther spied a stuffed frog sitting atop some frozen vegetables. She pointed it out to Joey, and Joey opened the glass door and retrieved it. It turned out to be a little hand puppet, and when Joey stuck her hand inside the puppet, she realized it played a song. She pushed the button and the song that played was, “You are so beautiful to me.” Here was Esther, bald from chemotherapy, feeling about as ugly and warty as a frog, and God was in essence saying to her, “You are so beautiful to Me.”

You see, God had placed that frog there for Esther to find. It was actually right around Valentine’s Day, and they would find out a few minutes later that a whole box of those same frogs were for sale at the front of the store. Would she have picked up one of twenty in a box? Maybe. Maybe not. But it was the incongruity of a frog in the freezer that made Esther take notice, and allowed God to speak to her in His own inimitable way.

The story goes on. Later that day, Esther called Joey to say that she’d remembered  FROG used as an acronym for “Fully Rely On God.” But of course. God knew that and brought it to Esther’s mind. Joey went back and got that frog for Esther, and it was in Esther’s hospital room the day she died.

Can you imagine God saying, “You are so beautiful to me” to you? To God, our skin is transparent. He sees straight through. As I’ve tried to comprehend this, my mind always retrieves images of the 1985 Ron Howard-directed movie, “Cocoon.” In it, aliens, who look like normal people, occasionally unzip their outer covering, and step out as their real selves when they think no one is looking. Their inner selves are brilliant and sparkling and iridescent, like the brilliance of new snow on a sunny day. That’s what God sees—if, in fact, we have committed our lives to Christ. For Jesus gives our souls iridescence and sparkle and light. God looks through red-colored glasses (tinted by the blood of Jesus) and sees us as we are in His Son. We really are beautiful to Him—He’s not just trying to make us feel better—because He sees what we can’t, and because He cannot lie.

“Faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of God.” (Romans 10:17). Here’s my loose paraphrase of that verse: “Trust in God comes from hearing about His works in His word.” To have faith and trust in God, you must first know His works, His character. Those who don’t read the Bible are incapable of fully trusting God, because they don’t know him. They can conjecture—and most do—usually incorrectly.

I remember years ago when my best friend told me that her friend’s husband disliked me. I looked at her in shock and consternation, and said, “I don’t even know him, aside from knowing his name. How can he not like me?” It seemed so unjust that someone would make a judgment call on my character when he didn’t even know me.

It’s the same with God. We can’t make a judgment call on Him until we actually know Him. Once we know Him, we can learn to trust Him. And by the way, the operative words here are, “learn to trust,” because I don’t think it comes naturally.

That’s why I’m writing this book. It will be as much an odyssey for me as I hope it will be for you. I, too, have trust issues that God is healing. But the more I get to know Him, and His lovely character, the more I become convinced that He can be trusted. He is the only One who is absolutely trustworthy

Chapter 1

The Tenderness of God
Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. Genesis 2:7

In the beginning, the earth was like a human egg before it is given life. “And the earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters. (Genesis 1:2, NAS) God was moving over the surface of the waters, hovering, thinking, excited, expectant. Like an artist who regards a blank canvas or a writer who begins with a blank page, His magnificent mind must have been working furiously in a kind of creative bliss, seeing in His mind’s eye what wonders His words would bring into existence.
Then He shaped the earth simply by speaking. For five days, He described what should be, and it was so. For five days, He deliberately kept His hands behind His back, endowing it with its beauty and its riches with only the words from His mouth. And at the end of each day, when He regarded what He had done, “He saw that it was good.”

Imagine the colors and the textures at the end of those five days—every plant, flower, fruit and bird; every rocky outcropping, towering tree, glassy lake and majestic peak in brilliant color—every detail crisp, every hue vibrant. Fragrance emanated like a halo from that new earth. Lilacs, roses and honeysuckle cast their bouquets lavishly upon the breeze to intermingle with lavender and rosemary and thyme. In other climes the sultry smell of wet dark earth and clay met tangy ocean spray. The sea creatures were frolicking in their new watercolor world, and the birds of the air were testing out their new wings.

Then came the sixth day, when He created the animals that would live on land. 

Then God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures after their kind: cattle and creeping things and beasts of the earth after their kind”’ and it was so. (Genesis 1:24  NAS)

Again, “God saw that it was good.”

 The Lord God had finished creating the heavens and the earth, and all that were in them simply by speaking them into existence. 

But now He was going to create His beloved Adam and Eve, and words alone simply wouldn’t do. He intended to create them with His own hands, because these would be His very own children. Just as we couldn’t possibly give birth and not want to touch and caress our new baby, so, too, God wanted to hold and touch and tenderly shape His first children. He wanted them to know that they were different from the rest of His creation. More special. More beloved. His ultimate masterpiece.

So when it came time to form that first human, God took dust from the ground and formed Adam with exquisite intricacy. I can see Him using His hands to mold His first child, gently shaping his eyes, nose and mouth, and chiseling a broad, smooth forehead and strong jaw. Surely He smiled when Adam’s face took shape, and gazed for a long moment at this beautiful creature whose genes would influence the faces of the rest of humanity. 

Why did God make man out of dust? It was actually loose earth, and since it was “new” loose earth, God scooped up thick, rich earth abundant in minerals and teaming with tiny organisms. That earth may even have had a red cast to it, for Adam’s name means “red” or “ground.” Still, it was dirt, but God is God, and He can make something amazing out of something very simple. 

When He was done, God looked at his creation and saw that he was magnificent. Yet Adam was lifeless—a life-size Ken doll, so to speak. Even then, God didn’t speak a word to bring him to life.

 “Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.” (Genesis 2:7 NAS)

Adam and Eve were created in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:26). The word “likeness” in Hebrew is “Demuwth,” and it means likeness, resemblance, similitude; image, model, pattern, shape. Adam, therefore, resembled God. So I imagine God got onto His knees, bent over him and breathed His strong, pure breath into His new child, and brought him to life. Or perhaps He lifted Adam into His strong arms and cradled Him as He brought him to life. Either way, Adam was blessed with God’s loving, physical touch.

I like to think that God actually brought His lips to Adam’s in a kiss with that first breath. Although scripture says that He breathed into Adam’s nostrils, the word “nostrils” is derived from the Hebrew word “Aph,” which means, “the breathing part of the body, specifically the nose, nostril or face.”
 Since the mouth is also a breathing part of the body, couldn’t it have been a kiss that God placed on Adam’s lips as He gave him life? Isn’t that how we express our love even today?

There is also a subtle yet wonderful truth here. God didn’t breathe His breath into the cattle or any of the animals to bring them to life, for their source of life was the earth:

Then God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures after their [literally “its”] kind; cattle and creeping things and beasts of the earth after their [its] kind”; and it was so. (Genesis 1:24 NAS)

The earth “brought forth” living creatures. It’s not clear how that happened, but the earth brought forth its “own kind.” The creatures came from the earth, and began breathing on their own, without assistance. 

However, Adam’s source of life was God. He was God’s child, and therefore God had to bring him to life. Although Adam was indeed made from the elements of the earth, He could only become a living being with the breath of God. And with that first, lovely, pure breath of God, every succeeding human being would be a descendant of God, for God gave Adam life.

Nearly every newborn gets a slap on the bottom to induce them to take a big enough breath of air to inflate their lungs for the first time. But our tender God preferred to inflate Adam’s lungs with His own warm breath and perhaps the gentle touch of His lips, while Adam rested in the comfort of His arms.

Can you imagine what Adam saw when he first opened his eyes and looked upon the face of God? Can you picture the love emanating from those majestic eyes, and the delight in His smile?

 The love scene between Adam and God must have been unutterably tender and poignant. God knew that His beloved would soon choose to sin, and He would have to separate Himself from him, so His time of intimacy with His first child was unbearably short. This must have been like giving birth to a baby and falling madly in love on first sight, then having to hand him over to an adoptive mother. This is heart rending, and God is not immune.

Then the Lord God did something else with His hands: He planted a garden where He planned for Adam to live. This He could have spoken into existence as well, but this was to be the most beautiful garden ever created on earth—an actual replica of a garden in heaven—and the habitation of His beloved Adam, so He planted it Himself.

 He then turned His attention to the animals. “And out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the sky, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever a man called a living creature, that was its name. (Genesis 2:19)” The Lord God could have—and by all rights should have—given the animals names, for He was their creator. But He gave Adam the opportunity to do so because He loved Adam and wanted him to be a part of the plan, to use his magnificent brain, and to have an influence over the future of the world.
This must have been a wonderful bonding time with God and His child. I don’t think this occurred in a day. God had to bring every beast and bird to Adam, and they probably discussed each one’s attributes before it was given a name. 
“This one, Father, makes me smile,” Adam might have said, as his eyes fell upon the little creature with a duck-like bill and an otter-like body. “It must have a name that makes people smile, too. How about…platypus?”

And how God must have chuckled and said, “Yes, I agree, Adam. Well done.” 

God then created Eve, but not in the same way that he created Adam. It was still very hands-on, but this time, He wanted Eve to be created from something different than dust. She would be wholly and completely made from Adam:

“And the Lord God fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken from the man, and brought her to the man.” Genesis 2:22

Why didn’t God make Eve from the same dust that He made Adam? Here’s what “Believer’s Bible Commentary” has to say:

“His bride was formed from one of his ribs, taken from his side as he slept. So from Christ’s side His bride was secured as He shed His life’s blood in untold agony. Woman was taken not from Adam’s head to dominate him, nor from his feet to be trodden down, but from under his arm to be protected, and from near his heart to be loved.”

When God finished creating Adam and Eve, He stood back and surveyed it all, and this time, it was more than good. It was very good. 
And God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good. (Genesis 1:31a)

The world, as it came into being day by day, was “good” in God’s eyes. But when He saw His two beloved children in the midst of His marvelous creation, He couldn’t help but break from His modesty.  “Look!” He said. “Now it is very good,” in the same way that a father looks tenderly at his children when they are sleeping and thinks to himself, “How beautiful they are, more beautiful than anything else in the world, and oh, how I love them!” 

Who knows how long it took before the serpent tempted Eve, and Eve fell for it? Maybe there was a honeymoon period, when the earth, and Adam and Eve were perfect, and God walked and talked with them in the garden. Days, weeks, months? All the Bible tells us is that they heard the sound of God walking in the garden. 

After Eve was deceived by the serpent, and she and Adam ate from the tree, they suddenly felt the need to sew fig leaves to clothe themselves. The first sin resulted in the first sense of shame and fear—and the need to hide. God knew what had transpired, and came looking for them. He wanted to show them that He would pursue them always, like the Hound of heaven, because they mattered to Him. He also knew that with sin comes a reluctance to look to our Creator. So He came to them.

When He looked upon Adam and Eve, clothed in their rudimentary leaf-and-grass outfits (picture your child’s first attempt at sewing), He knew He needed to clothe them properly. He made garments of leather for His sinful children, and clothed them. This was not because God was fashion-conscious. God intentionally killed an animal because a blood sacrifice was required to pay for Adam and Eve’s sin.

 That innocent animal was the first death on planet earth. Here was God’s brand new, sparkling creation, and already, death had tarnished it. And don’t overlook the pain that must have pierced God’s heart as He killed that first animal, which He loved. Imagine killing your beloved family dog, because you needed to atone for your children’s sin. 

 God could have made Adam and Eve designer outfits from natural fibers and spared the animal. But God never does anything that is not deliberate, symbolic and with far-reaching implications for the coming ages. He wanted to make a point. Sin always involves death, but God always has a plan of redemption. That first blood sacrifice signified the need for the ultimate blood sacrifice, Jesus Christ.

 God and His beloved Son knew as they created the world together, that man would fall and need a Savior. With that first sin, God began pointing to His coming Son, and through the ensuing thousands of years until Jesus was born in Bethlehem, God would continue, with his marvelous and comforting consistency, to foretell through scripture the Divine Sacrifice who would ultimately cover the sins of the world.

I remember a time when my child sinned grievously, and the last thing I wanted to do was go out and buy her new clothes. But that’s the tenderness of God. Even after His first children traded immortality for mortality, and gave up a life of close communion with their creator, God still loved them—enough to ask His Son to die for them.

God is far more than a Spirit that we cannot see or touch; He is a true, loving Father who created us with His own amazing hands, breathed His own breath into us, and who wanted nothing more than to live and walk and commune with us, the beloved of His soul. 

Although sin has separated us, His devotion is unchanged, because even in Revelation, God talks about how we will, once again, be together with Him. And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He shall dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself shall be among them, and He shall wipe every tear from their eyes…” (Revelation 21:3-4a NAS)

Isn’t it interesting that God said twice that He, Himself shall be among us? There’s almost a tone of excitement in those words, as though He is saying, “I can’t wait to be with you again!”

I believe it’s all He has ever wanted…to be among us, to love us as only He can, to be the one who wipes every tear from our eyes. Sin has separated us so that we cannot see Him or feel Him, but one day, we will see the same sight that Adam did, and we will run into the arms of our tender God.
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