Christ’s Coming In or With Clouds 

Just as there’s a lot of confusion concerning the meaning and usage of the phrase “the day of the Lord,” there’s also a lot of confusion concerning details that comprise any given day of the Lord, such as what the New Testament means by Christ’s “coming in or with clouds.” So…

As we’ve done already in several previous studies, let’s see what we can discover by considering the Bible’s usage of this phrase, thereby allowing the Bible to interpret itself as well as putting ourselves in the shoes of the original audiences, generally composed of Jews.

One question before we begin: Letting logic dictate your answer, could figurative language have ever come into existence without literal language as a catalyst? I.e., aren’t figures of speech born from and founded upon that which was or is literal? OF COURSE! Surely we need no Einstein to tell us that. So…
1.
Genesis 9:16a has God saying to Noah, The rainbow shall be in the cloud, and I will look on it to re-member the everlasting covenant….


a.
What significant item was (at least indirectly) associated with clouds? _____________________

b.
Would you interpret the cloud here literally or figuratively? _____________________________

2.
Exodus 14:19a-20 & 24-26 tell us that a pillar of [fire and] cloud … came between the camp of the Egyptians and the camp of Israel. Thus it was a cloud and darkness to the one, and it gave light by night to the other so that the one didn’t come near the other all that night…. The Lord looked down upon the army of the Egyptians through the pillar of fire and cloud, and He troubled [their army]. And He took off their chariot wheels so that they drove them with difficulty; and the Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the face of Israel, for the Lord fights for them against [us].” Then the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea that the waters may come back upon the Egyptians.” (Let’s keep in mind for the moment that these events occurred within the first generation of the He-brews as God’s official people set apart with a Law and government.)

a.
What was used by God to separate His people from those not His people? __________________


b.
Was this a time of judgment against the Egyptians, defining God’s people? _________________


c. 
Would you interpret the clouds of this passage literally or figuratively? ____________________
3.
Exodus 16:10 says that the Israelites saw that the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud; Leviticus 16:2 tells us that the Lord would appear in the cloud above the mercy seat in the Holy Place; and Numbers 11:25 tells us that The Lord came down in the cloud and spoke to Moses (cf. Exo. 19:9).

a.
What was it that manifested itself in the cloud of Exodus? ______________________________

b.
Who manifested Himself in the cloud of Leviticus? _____________________________________

c.
What did the Lord do in the cloud of Numbers? _____________________ &  _______________

d.
Would you interpret the clouds in these verses literally or figuratively? ________________ So…

e.
Clouds eventually ended up reminding the Jews of which of the following: Yahweh? His glory?


His coming? His presence? His speaking? Or all of these? _______________________________

* It’s possible for clouds to be used descriptively and even become an idiom of a particular people and 
   culture: A few American examples are “She was on cloud nine,” or “He had his head in the clouds,” or 
   “Debaters like to cloud the issue,” or “I can really cast a cloud over my relationships,” etc. Now…
* Let’s look at some subsequent Old Testament examples of this truth, viz. literal becoming figurative:

4.
Ezekiel 30:2b-3a & 18b, speaking against Egypt, read, Wail, “Woe is the day!” For the day is near, even the day of the Lord is near; it will be a day of clouds…. Her arrogant strength shall cease in her, and her daughters shall go into captivity.


a.
Would you say the clouds here are literal or figurative? ________________________________


b.
Would you say the clouds here are ominous or encouraging? ____________________________

5.
Lamentations 2:1 has Jeremiah exclaiming, How the Lord has covered the daughter of Zion with a cloud in His anger! He cast down from heaven to the earth the beauty of Israel and did not remem-ber His footstool in the day of His anger. (Verse 13 defines the daughter of Zion as Jerusalem.)


a.
Would you say the cloud here is literal or figurative? ___________________________________


b.
Would you say the cloud here is ominous or encouraging? ______________________________

6.
Joel 2:1-2a read, Blow the trumpet in Zion, and sound an alarm in My holy mountain! Let all the in-habitants of the land tremble; for the day of the Lord is coming, for it is at hand—a day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness. (This day of the Lord appears to be a reference to a plague of locusts to come upon the land.)


a.
Would you say the clouds here are literal or figurative? ________________________________


b.
Would you say the clouds here are ominous or encouraging? ____________________________

7.
Let’s read Zephaniah 1:14-18 & Psalm 18:7-15.


a.
Would you say the clouds in these passages are literal or figurative? ______________________


b.
Would you say the clouds in these passages are ominous or encouraging? _________________
8.
Psalm 18:11 tells us that thick clouds are God’s canopy; Psalm 97:2a tells us that clouds and dark-ness surround Him; Psalm 68:4 tells us that He rides on the clouds; Isaiah 19:1 tells us that He rides on a swift cloud; Psalm 104:3 tells us that the clouds are His chariot; and Nahum 1:3 tells us that the clouds are the dust of His feet.

a.
Would you say these affirmations are figurative or literal? ______________________________

b.
Would you say these descriptions of God are threatening or comforting? ___________________
* So in the first generation of the Jews’ beginnings God came down in clouds and frightened His people 
   as He gave the Law which brought death (Heb. 12:18-21 & Exo. 19—20); afterwards the coming of 
   God in clouds became an idiom for judgments by God against men, judgments in which He acted thru
   the agency of other men; i.e., He didn’t literally come down from Heaven in these instances. Should 
   we therefore take this Jewish idiom (Hebraism) and literalize it when we come to the times of Jesus 
   (still under the OT, mind you) when Jesus the Jew spoke of such to His Jewish brethren? Surely not.
9.
In Luke 21:27a Jesus spoke of the Son of Man coming in a cloud. (Mark’s account [13:26] has Him saying, in the clouds, and Matthew’s account [24:30] has Him saying, on the clouds.)


a.
Since Jesus the Jew was speaking to a Jewish audience in the context of judgment against Judah,


would they think He meant that He’d come upon them literally or figuratively? ______________


b.
Since He made this statement before He said that This generation will by no means pass away 



till all these things are fulfilled, would you say His coming against Jerusalem in a cloud was 



meant to be taken literally or figuratively? ___________________________________________

10.
In Matthew 26:64 Jesus, at His trial, said to the high priest, Hereafter you will see the Son of Man … coming on the clouds. (Mark’s account [14:62] has Him saying, with the clouds). Notice a few signifi-cant things about this passage:


a.
“Hereafter” means “properly marking time closely connected to the present” (Thayer), meaning that the Contemporary English Version must be pretty accurate as it has Jesus saying, Soon you will see the Son of Man … coming on the clouds.


b.
Following Jesus’ answer to the high priest’s question about His deity, it says in verse 65a that the high priest tore his clothes, saying, “He has spoken blasphemy!” Why else would he have done and said this unless he understood Jesus to be using language, a Hebraism, that belonged to the comings of God alone in their Jewish history?

c.
Soon after this event, when Jesus was being led to the cross, He said to some crying women, Daughters of Jerusalem, don’t weep for Me, but weep for yourselves and for your children. For indeed the days are coming in which they will say, “Blessed are the barren, the wombs that never bore, and the breasts which never nursed!” Then they will begin “to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us!’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us!’” (Luke 23:28-30). This is significant for two reasons: 




i.
In verse 29 Jesus repeated what He said in Matthew 24:19, placing His cloud-coming within their lifetimes. And…




ii.
Since verse 30 is also found in Revelation 6:16-17, we should clearly be able to see that Revelation (at least chapter 6!) is about the end of the Jewish world, not the literal one. Speaking of Revelation…
11.
Revelation 1:7 has John writing that Jesus would be coming with clouds, which also corresponds to Revelation 14:14-16: I looked and behold a white cloud, and on the cloud sat One like the Son of Man, having on His head a golden crown and in His hand a sharp sickle. And another angel came out of the temple, crying with a loud voice to Him who sat on the cloud, “Thrust in Your sickle and reap, for the time has come for You to reap, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” So He who sat on the cloud thrust in His sickle on the earth, and the earth was reaped. Related to this, let’s consider…
12.
Some closing thoughts concerning clouds and temples:


a.
Consider how the first temple—the tabernacle—was dedicated by God: Exodus 40:34-35 tell us that The cloud covered the tabernacle of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the tabernacle of meeting, because the cloud rested above it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.


b.
Consider how the second temple—Solomon’s temple—was dedicated by God: First Kings 8:10-12 tell us that the cloud filled the house of the Lord so that the priests could not continue minister-ing because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord. Then Solomon spoke: “The Lord said He would dwell in the dark cloud.” Lastly…

c.
Consider how the third and last temple—the church—was dedicated by God &/or His Son Jesus: (To comprehend the following, we must remember that the church, the NT temple [1 Cor. 3:16-17, Eph. 2:21, & 1 Pet. 2:5] … instead of being a building … is comprised of people.) In order to establish His everlasting temple, Jesus said, The sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven [and be seen] coming on the clouds…. And He will send His angels … to gather together His elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other (Mat. 24:30-31), or as Luke 13:29 has Jesus saying, They will come from the east and the west, from the north and the south, and sit down in the kingdom of God. So deity left the old covenant temple—the shadow—for good in AD 70 (if not earlier [cf. Mark 15:38]) and then entered into a new, spiritual, and eternal temple to dwell among men (Rev. 21:1—22:5). (Related to this idea, also see 2 The. 2:1-2 & Heb. 10:25.)
[Tony E. Denton, 9/08.]
Answers:

1a.
Covenant
1b.
Literally

2a.
A Cloud
2b.
Yes
2c.
Literally

3a.
The Glory of the Lord
3b.
God
3c.
He Came Down & Spoke
3d.
Literally
3e.
All of These

4a.
Figurative
4b.
Ominous
5a.
Figurative
5b.
Ominous
6a.
Figurative
6b.
Ominous
7a.
Figurative
7b.
Ominous

8a.
Figurative
8b.
Threatening
9a.
Figuratively
9b.
Figuratively
