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Introduction 

 Bible Scholar Richard Lints states, “God is integrally involved in human history serving not 

only as the author of the ‘story’ of redemptive history but also as a genuine character in the story” 

(263). To put it another way, the God of the Bible doesn’t warm the bench; he is intimately involved in 

the day-to-day lives of his people and his creation. ֶנה  ”is the root of our word “presence (pa-nah-ah) פָּ

(BDB). It is also often translated face, “implying a close and personal encounter with the Lord” 

(Beyer, 629).  Perhaps one of the most understudied themes in the entire Bible is that of Yahweh’s 

presence with humanity, and its implications. In this brief space it is my goal to show how this theme 

is developed in the Torah, or Pentateuch, the first five books of the Hebrew and Christian Bible. 

However, this is a theme that is an essential part of the conceptual understanding of both Testaments, 

particularly the Old Testament. At its core, the narrative of the Hebrew Bible is about the God who 

wants to establish a people and a place for his presence; to reestablish his unfettered company with 

humanity like it existed in the garden (Gen. 1-2) before the fall of man (Gen. 3).  

Man was originally created free of sin, holy, and shared perfect companionship with their 

creator (Gen. 1:26-31; 2:7-24; Eccl. 7:29). Adam and Eve in their willful choice to succumb to the 

temptation of the serpent in the Garden of Eden, partook of the fruit from the forbidden tree, and 

therefore claimed the right for themselves to decide what was good, true, pure, holy, and beautiful 

(Gen. 3:1-6, 22; 1 Kings 3:9; Isa. 7:16) rather than continue in obedience to God’s will.  After the Fall, 

all of God’s creation became fractured and marred in this rebellion against God (Gen. 3:18-19; Rom 

8:21-22; 2 Cor. 5:2, 4). There is no person who does not sin (Rom. 3:23; 1 Kg. 8:46; 1 Jn. 1:8). Man's 

inability to unshackle himself from sin and turn to God is evidenced in all places throughout Scripture.  

Sin touches all facets and faculties of humanity: mind (Eph. 4:18), will (Rom.6:16-17) emotions (Tit. 

3:3), heart (Jer. 17:9), conscience (Tit. 1:15), and body (Rom. 8:10).  All human beings are totally 

depraved, totally incapable of doing that which is acceptable to God, will not and cannot change their 
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preference for sin, and cannot restore their relationship with God, apart from his enabling grace (2 Chr. 

6:36; Ezek. 36:26; Rom. 3:9-12; 7:18, 8:7-8 14:23; Eph. 2:1-10, 4:18, 1 Cor. 2:14; Heb. 11:6).   

Therefore, Yahweh must become present to make a way to his presence (Lister, 143). This is 

precisely what he does in the storyline of redemptive history. Theology professor Ryan Lister 

comments, “…woven through almost every page of the Old Testament, is God’s redemptive presence” 

(149). It is only because of Yahweh’s relational nature that this can be said to be true. The purpose of 

God’s self-disclosure of who he is to humanity is so that they may seek him, find him, and come to 

know him (Acts 17:27).  It is my burden in writing this paper, to show how in the Torah, the presence 

of God is both the end goal, and the means to accomplishing this end for his covenant people.  

The Presence of Yahweh: Creation to Fall 

 We have already established humanity’s need for Yahweh to manifest his presence to redeem 

them from their sin, but a few more comments are in order before moving onward. From the 

beginning, God created humanity to experience his relational presence (Gen. 1:28). However, when 

human sin enters the story the relationship changes. Their sin creates distance between them and God. 

Notice though, who does the hiding in Eden. It is the man and woman, not God. Despite their sin, 

Yahweh draws near, yes to judge, but also to redeem. Lister comments, “After Adam’s fall, we have 

nowhere else to turn. The only means to accomplish God’s purposes for creation is God himself” 

(153). The first couple is banished from the immediate presence of God, but their lives are graciously 

spared and hope is offered in the “seed” promise in Genesis 3:15, “I will put enmity between you and 

the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall 

bruise his heel.” The entirety of Scripture after Genesis 3:1-7, is a response to the Fall.  
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The Presence of Yahweh: Fall to Abraham 

 The story of Cain and Abel is the first narrative outside of the Garden of Eden, and is very 

telling of what God’s presence looks like post-fall. Cain and Abel make sacrifices to Yahweh, but it 

says God had no regard for Cain’s offering and this made Cain very angry (Gen. 4:4-5). Immediately 

this is followed by Yahweh drawing near to speak with Cain, to warn and encourage him to do what is 

righteous. It is one of the first instances of God drawing near to reconcile fallen humanity (Lister, 156). 

Unfortunately, as the story goes, Cain murders his brother, and Yahweh draws near again, but this time 

as judge. Yahweh withdraws his relational presence from Cain, and the promise of a “seed” of the 

woman now becomes funneled through the line of Seth.  

 We see God draw near once again in the flood narrative in Genesis 6:9-9:18. The world became 

so corrupt with hearts like Cain, and Scripture says, “The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was 

great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 

6:5). God then says he will destroy the earth with a great flood, save Noah, his family, and two of each 

animal. The flood narrative, “extols the God who actually came into history and brought judgement… 

The same glorious presence that fashioned Creation also fashioned the Flood” (Lister, 170-71). God 

draws near in judgement once again, but this time it has earth-wide ramification. Yet, even in 

judgement there is mercy, “Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord” (6:8). Genesis 6:17-18 reads, 

“Everything that is on the earth shall die. But I will establish my covenant with you, and you shall 

come into the ark, you, your sons, your wife, and your sons' wives with you.” The first mention of 

“covenant” in the Bible is given with the context of salvation, just like subsequent covenants to follow, 

namely the Mosaic (19:4-5) and New Covenants (Matt. 26:28), whose starting point is salvation as 

well. Derek Kidner comments,  

“He (Noah) goes into the ark not as a mere survivor but as the bearer of God’s promise for the new age… 

The content of the covenant will be unfolded in chapter 9, and will embrace the whole company; but 

meanwhile it is directed to the one man through whom the many will be spared.” (96) 
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 In 8:15-19 the “will establish” from chapter six finds its fulfillment nearly 120 years later as we 

see that the Lord has indeed spared Noah and his family. God tells Noah to leave the ark with his 

family and to release the animals back into the world. Noah is also given the command to “be fruitful 

and multiply” (8:17, 1:22, 28, 9:1) harkening back to the mandate given at creation to the first humans 

in the garden. Noah is being portrayed as a second Adam (9:1) as he steps into a new world that has 

been washed clean by the judgement of the almighty God (Kidner, 100). The salvation of Noah and his 

family is a precursor to a greater salvation that is yet to come that will bring about a new creation, as 

Kidner comments, “The New Testament sees the flood and the rite of baptism as twin expressions of 

this reality (1 Pet. 3:18–22): that is, of the provision of a way through death into life” (100). 

 Genesis 9:8-17 shows how remarkable this first-of-all covenants was in terms of permanence 

and expansiveness. It is said to be “everlasting” (v.16, though everlasting is qualified by 8:22) and 

embracing “every creature” (10). In these verses God promises to never again destroy the earth, or 

flesh, with such a flood. And as a sign of reassurance, God gives to Noah and his sons, the bow. It’s a 

beautiful image and a wonderful promise. When God sees his bow in the sky, he remembers his 

covenant with Noah and every living creature (v.16-17). This is significant because unlike other 

covenant signs, like circumcision (Gen.17:11) and Sabbath (Exod. 31:13-17;Ezek. 20:12,20) which 

were intended to remind man of God’s covenant requirements, the bow is explicitly stated as being for 

the purpose of reminding God (Busenitz, 185). The bow is later seen in Scripture in God’s glory by 

Ezekiel (1:28) and John (Rev. 4:3; 10:1), and, as Kidner suggests, perhaps it acts as a reminder of this 

first pledge of grace (110). Von Rad proposes the sign to be a picture to men of God’s battle-bow laid 

aside. The bow in the sky was, and is to this day God’s pledge that he would maintain and protect the 

whole earth (8:22–9:16) (Wenham, 66). If God is going to be present with his creation, this promise 

had to take place. Human sin brings death. Disasters like the flood are the consequences it deserves, 
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but in the Noahic Covenant God says he will show mercy and control his wrath, for our good that we 

might experience his grace and draw near to him.  

 In Genesis 11 sinful humanity tries to build a tower to reach the dwelling place of God (vv.3-

4), that is his presence. Their desire isn’t necessarily evil, but what makes their actions sinful is how 

they go about trying to enter the presence of God, by their own devised means. Sin must be dealt with 

before sinful man can be allowed access to God. For sinners to draw near to God, he must first draw 

near to them, for there is no other way to experience reconciliation.  Lister comments,  

The Lord punishes his people, but in doing so, he also protects them from the consequences of their own 

wickedness. As with the exiles from Eden, whom God kept from eating the tree of life and living forever 

in their sinful state, the Lord scatters this rebellious humanity across the earth and alters the peoples’ 

language to mitigate the repercussions of their transgressions. God’s judgement, then, is also his mercy. 

(162)  

 

The Presence of Yahweh: The Patriarchs  

 As we come to Genesis twelve we see a shift in focus, from a world ridden with sin, to hope for 

that world in Yahweh drawing near to Abraham to make a covenant with him. Lister comments, 

“Through Abraham will come a better line, a better land, and an eternal place in the Lord’s presence” 

(164). The first recorded speech of God to Abraham is Genesis 12:1-3. God’s promises to Abraham 

can be clustered into three main categories: land; seed; and blessing. Or as I like to think of it: people, 

place, presence of God with his people (Deut. 4:37).  These verses are pivotal when it comes to 

understanding God’s covenant with Abraham, because they feature the key elements that are 

developed in the narrative that follows. As Keith Essex comments, “The Lord’s determination to bless 

mankind leads to the narrative concerning the Abrahamic Covenant. The foundation of the Abrahamic 

Covenant is in the promises declared by the Lord to Abraham in Gen. 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17” (197). This 

covenant is a personal covenant that forms the historical foundation for God’s dealings with mankind 

(Grisanti, 235). Yahweh makes himself present to bring about his redemptive purposes. 
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Another important passage is the Lord’s next communication with Abraham, Gen. 15:1-21. 

This chapter emphasizes the “seed” and the “land” promise (Gen. 12:7; 13:14-17) and describes the 

making of the Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham (Gen.15:18). Interestingly, this covenant does not 

appear to be a mutually binding agreement: a deep sleep fell upon Abraham (like what happened to 

Adam Gen. 2:21) and only God completes the covenant rituals (Gen. 15:12, 17). By doing this God 

binds himself to what he has promised Abraham, through His very presence. Essex adds helpfully,  

This covenant promises Abraham personal, national, and universal blessings. Because He (God) based 

this covenant on Himself alone, the final fulfillment of the promises to Abraham have no human 

conditions. However, the faithful obedience of man determines the participants in and timing of its final 

fulfillment. (212). 

 Abraham soon passes from the scene, and God’s promises to Abraham are seamlessly bestowed 

upon his son Isaac (Gen. 25:11). In chapter twenty-six the Lord appears to Isaac, and promises, “I will 

be with you” (v.3). This is the familiar covenantal phrase that runs throughout the Hebrew Bible. 

Yahweh says the same thing to Jacob (Gen. 31:3), to Moses (Exod. 3:12), to the wilderness generation 

(Deut. 31:23), to Joshua (Josh. 1:5), etc. In the Genesis narrative, Isaac is shown to follow God’s 

direction and thus enjoys the benefits of the redemptive work of Yahweh’s presence (Lister, 167).  

Isaac listens to the Lord so well that the nations can discern God’s nearness to him (Gen. 26:28). It is 

in a very real sense what defines his identity. With Isaac’s son Jacob Yahweh does the same thing once 

again. Lister comments, “Yahweh approaches Jacob to transfer the covenant blessings of his father 

and, in doing so, continues the promise of dominion, dynasty, and divine dwelling (Gen. 28:13-14” 

(168). In Genesis 28:15 God says, “Behold, I am with you…” connecting his covenant blessings with 

his redemptive presence once again, just like he did with Isaac and Abraham.  

 At the end of Jacob’s life, Yahweh is still active, as he reunites a father with his son in Egypt 

(Joseph and Jacob), setting the stage for the great salvation brought about by God’s presence with 

Moses and Israel in the great exodus event (Gen. 46-Exod. 15). Some of Jacob’s last words are about 

how Yahweh will be with his sons (the twelve tribes of Israel) {Gen. 48:21}. Lister adds, “Jacob’s 

assurance of the future work of God’s presence and its redemptive outcome is grounded in his own 
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personal experience of God’s presence to redeem and restore” (170). In the minds of the patriarchs, the 

only way to experience redemption, blessing, and salvation is through the creator God being near his 

creatures choosing to be present with them. They know this first hand, because of the physical 

manifestations of the Lord in establishing his covenant with them. Lister summarizes God 

reestablishing his presence with humanity in Genesis this way,  

He (God) come to Abraham, guides him through the Canaanite sojourn, and visits Sarah for the provision 

of Isaac. The Lord does the same with Isaac and the same with Jacob at Bethel and Peniel. Throughout 

the patriarchal experience, then, the redemptive presence of God is the driving force behind the story of 

salvation and its eschatological promises. (171).  

Conclusion 

 The theme of God’s presence with humanity can be found from the first to the last pages of the 

Bible (Gen. 1; 1 Jn.3:2; Rev. 21:22). God’s presence can be seen interacting in many ways with us. 

God’s presence can be something people fear like Adam and Eve in the garden (Gen. 3), or Isaiah in 

his vision (Isa. 6). God displays his presence through his power (Exod. 1-15; Judg. 5:5; Ps. 68:8; Jesus’ 

miracles in the gospels, etc.), and other “gods” become helpless before him (Isa. 19:1). His presence 

comforts (Josh. 1:5; 2 Cor. 1:3-5), promotes ethical behavior (Eccles. 5:2, 6; Ezek. 28:9; Jam. 4:10), 

and was in Israel’s places of worship such as the tabernacle (Exod. 40; Deut. 14) and the temple (1 

Kings 8:10–11). The bread of “presence” (2 Chron. 4:19) was too symbolic of Yahweh’s nearness to 

his people.  Bryan Beyer adds further,  

God’s presence also accompanied times of covenant renewal and other solemn occasions. Before Isaac 

died, he determined to bless his son “in the presence of the LORD” (Gen. 27:7). Aaron was confirmed as 

high priest in God’s presence (Num. 16:7; 17:9). As the Israelites prepared to enter Canaan, Moses told 

them they stood in God’s presence (Deut. 29:15). God would guide them as they undertook the enormous 

task of conquering the land (Num. 32:29, 32), and would provide Israel’s leaders the strength they needed 

(Josh. 1:9). (623) 

God’s presence is also described as a place of judgement (Isa. 59:2; Jer. 15:1,52:3; Ezek. 39:29, 2 

Thess. 1:9; Rev. 6; 20:11) blessing (Psa. 67:1; Mal. 3:16; Matt. 28:20; Acts 2,3) and where prayer is 

heard (2 Sam. 21:1; Lam. 2:19; 2 Chron. 7:14;1 Thess. 1:3; Heb. 4:15-16). Furthermore, at the 

consummation of all things, Yahweh’s presence will be the ultimate blessing as his children will get to 
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see him face to face (1 John 3:2). Scripture tells us that Yahweh’s immediate presence will also render 

a temple unnecessary (Rev. 21:22). It is this anticipation of God’s unrestricted presence with humanity 

that motivates his children to love and to serve him and others (1 Thess. 2:19; 2 Peter 3:10–11).  

Through the entirety of God’s word, we encounter a father who is on mission to bring sinners 

into his presence, by becoming present to save and redeem them. The most amazing display of this 

reality is in God’s son Jesus, coming to earth. He drew near to his creation as the God-Man to reveal 

who God is (Col. 1:15; Jn. 14:8-9), bring glory to the Father (Jn. 17:1-6), buy back humanity (Mk. 

10:45, Col. 2:14-15), and he will, as the Messiah and coming king, reign over God’s kingdom for all 

eternity (Rev. 17:14, 19:16, Matt. 28:18; Heb. 9:28). The son of God become present in the flesh is the 

object of saving faith, and it is in and through him that God meets us today in salvation (Jon. 2:9; Ps. 

62:2,6-7; Jn. 14:1; Acts 10:43; 16:31; Rom. 10:12-13). He does a work only God can do because he is 

God the Son. As the God-Man, Jesus came to do what we could not in order to fulfill his original 

purpose for humanity, to bring us back to God, and to terminate the power of death and Satan in order 

to become a sympathetic, merciful, and faithful High Priest (Heb. 2:5-18; Rom. 8:28-30). By his 

perfect obedience in life, his ministry, and substitutionary death, Jesus brings salvation and eternal life 

to humanity (Jn. 1:29; 2 Cor. 5:18-21; 1 Pet. 2:21-24). God becomes present so that his children may 

one day experience his presence in full. One day he will return again for his bride (the church), to judge 

all people, make all things new, and establish his kingdom and unfettered presence with his people at 

his return, for all eternity (Mk. 14:61-62; Lk. 21:20-24; Heb. 9:28; Rev. 21:1-8; Rom. 8:38-39).  

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. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall 

be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the 

former things have passed away. (Rev. 21:3-4) 
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Application Points 

1. Because God draws near for redemption, humanity is not done with after the fall (Gen. 3).  

2. Because we are in the presence of God, our lives are not mundane, they have purpose (Eph. 

1:11; Rom. 8:28).  

3. Because God sent his son to die on our behalf, the relationship between God and humanity 

found in the Garden of Eden can be restored (Matt. 25:46; Rom. 1:24-28,2:16,8:1) 

4. Because God drew near in the person of Jesus, we are made into a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17-

18) 

5. Because of Jesus, the word made flesh, came to dwell with us so that we may be adopted as 

sons and daughters of God (Gal. 4:4-5). 

6. Because Jesus fulfilled the law, I no longer have to try in futility to do the same (Matt. 5:17-20; 

Heb. 7:22-25; Rom. 10:4). 

7. Because God desires to be near us he will never leave us nor forsake us (Deut. 31:6-8; Jn. 14:8) 

8. Because God drew near, we may receive the Holy Spirit (Jer. 31; Ezek.36; Lk.22:20;2 Cor. 3:6; 

Heb. 8:8-12).  

9. Because God drew near, his church was established (Acts 2) 

10. The church is to mediate the presence of God to the rest of the world (Lev. 11:44-45; 1Pet. 

1:16; 2:4-10).  
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