Sermon for Sunday 27th Feb 2011
The Law and the Land

Exodus 19: v 1-8
Puzzling isn’t it?
At home we have the Saturday Times and Kelvin over the years has come to realise, he doesn’t go anywhere near the pages with the puzzles and crosswords on! And if anybody dares to start the Su Doku or crossword before me, they will get the look!! 
I’m sure as we move through this E100 series we will come across puzzling things and in many respects we have perhaps reached one now. 
For instance, why did God take the Israelites to Sinai and not straight to the Promised Land as He told them He would? And as you will recall if you were in church during Story time 2 weeks ago, Kelvin told the story of the parting of the Red Sea and the Exodus out of Egypt and just how momentous that was. Our reading for that day, Exodus 13: 17 God told Moses that when He took them out of Egypt He would take them the long way round saying, ‘If they face war, they might change their minds and return to Egypt’. God had already foreseen the problems.
We’ll come back to the puzzling questions in a few moments but let’s look at the context of our reading.
So, three months after crossing the Red Sea the Israelites are now camped in front of Mount Sinai and if we move forward to Numbers 10 you will see that they stay there the best part of a year – it seems a long time when all they wanted to do is to get to the Promised Land.
And the contrast between Sinai and the Promised Land could not have been starker – ‘a good and spacious land…flowing with milk and honey’ (3:8) and this mountainous terrain could hardly have been greater or more depressing. Yet,….. just a small word but full of something…what, hope? Yet, according to Exodus 3:12  

God’s redeemed people needed to be brought to a place where they could hear and receive His law, in the form of the 10 Commandments.
But the Israelites are not happy. They have quickly forgotten what had happened 3 months earlier and were already quarrelling amongst themselves and with Moses (Exodus17:3), “…they grumbled against Moses saying ‘Why did you bring us up out of Egypt?’ You could read it as, ‘What are we doing here?’ ‘Why have you brought us out of Egypt to die?’ Numbers 21:5. And those of you with children will no doubt feel your heart drop when after 5 minutes in to a journey, the cry goes up, ‘Are we there yet?’
More puzzles
So, these people are in a place they don’t want to be and as I said at the beginning why had God brought them there? Had God made a mistake? 
The Israelites were just as likely to come across wars in Sinai as they could have in Philistine and want to return to Egypt and couldn’t He have given the 10 Commandments on Mount Moab?

 As far as they were concerned Moses was taking them in the wrong direction. 

What they have failed to recognise was that if God was leading them ( the pillar of dust by day and the pillar of fire by night) then they weren’t going in the wrong direction, but God’s leading doesn’t always take us to an oasis. 

How often do we grumble when we think God isn’t doing something the way we think it should be done? How often are we discouraged at the first sign of discomfort?

In other words the puzzle is what can be learnt in adversity that can’t be learnt in prosperity? What can be learnt in the desert that can’t be learnt in a comfortable place?
Answers
God provides the answers to these puzzling questions, but the people needed to hear those questions in the first place. So what did God want them to learn in Sinai that they wouldn’t have understood in Canaan?
Simply, He wanted His chosen people to be distinctive. 
When the Hebrews heard the challenge for them to ‘to be holy as I am Holy’ (Lev.11.44) they heard,’ Be different as I am different’. (Different Eyes, Steve Chalke p33). How often do we hear one thing and think we’ve heard something else? 
In this wild wilderness God reminds them through Moses of three things about being distinctive and holy:
· What He has done for them   v 4

· What He requires of them      v 5a

· What He promises                  v 5b-6b

To counteract the grumbling God reminds the people of what He did when they crossed the Red Sea, ‘You yourselves have seen what I did in Egypt and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself’. This shows His saving acts and as a result of that he requires their (and our) obedience, ‘Now if you obey me 

fully…’ and this in turn leads to a promises, ’and keep my covenant, then out of all the nations you will be my treasured possession’.  
There is a sequence here that cannot be broken – Following saving acts on the part of God requires us to be obedient and this obedience will result in blessings. 

Although God reminds the Israelites that the whole world is His, he calls them to be a Holy nation. In other words they are going to be distinctive from the other nations around them.

So what about us?

And of course the Israelites were a holy nation with some as priests and prophets until in the fullness of time, Jesus restored that lost ideal, making us - all believers - ‘ a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father’ (Heb.10:19) and again as Peter says in 1 Peter 2:9 ‘But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light’ For Christians what encouraging words! 
So what are these verses saying to us today, here at St. Mark’s? 
We have not come out of slavery as such, but how can we be distinctive, not different – ‘Be holy as I am holy’, in Kempshott or in our homes, work places or those places where people meet? 
We could use these two points here. 
Firstly, if we are a chosen people, called to be distinctive, how are others around us going to know this? If we look at Romans 12: 2b, ‘But be transformed by the renewing of your mind.’ 
In psychological terms most of what comes out of our mouths is a result of what we are thinking and it is no coincidence that James in the first part of Chapter 3 talks about taming the tongue, v 9….’With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who have been made in God’s likeness’. A small muscle that can be abusive and in some much overused! 
How are we to be salt and light in those places I have just mentioned if we speak the same language as those around us and do the same things?
How many Christians do you know who read their horoscopes? Relying on something else besides God. And if the report in the Church Times a few weeks ago is to be believed (and who am I to doubt what they say?) it would seem more and more people who are professing a faith in the risen Lord Jesus are choosing to live together before they marry.
 I wear a wedding ring to show I’m married but on occasions I have to take it off because I get eczema. I’m still married but there is nothing to outwardly show that, but those things I talk about, such as Kelvin, the things we do together, our children and the big love of our lives, our grandson Max, tells people that I am in deed in a relationship with somebody who is of great importance to me. Do we talk about Jesus in the same natural way?
Secondly, like the Israelites we are also aware of the sequence of events that if we recognise God’s salvation in our lives and are obedient to Him, he will bless us with promises. For them as for us, God says, ‘If you do….. I will….’ 

And we see in Exodus 33:16 Moses asking God, ‘How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and your people….?’  And God replies, ‘I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you…..’ In other words the world will recognise us because of God’s blessings, and we will receive those blessings when we seek His face and are obedient. And these blessings will make us distinctive. 
We are called to be in the world but not of the world (for as Jesus says, in John 17:16, ‘They are not of the world..’)  and to be that we need to seek God’s face constantly. There are many references to the blessings God will bestow on us if we are obedient in the context of a loving relationship and of course that is what God desperately wants; to be in a relationship with us. I won’t go through them all but I have listed some of them below.
· 2 Chronicles 7: 14

· Daniel 3: 17-18

· Matt 7: 7-12

· Romans 10: 9

As Gerald Hawthorne (Different Eyes, Steve Chalke p. 34) states:

‘God the Holy one took the initiative to reveal himself to Israel at Sinai and to call His people out from among other nations into a special personal relationship with himself. Thus, it was God who made Israel a Holy nation (Exodus 19:6; Deut. 7-6), a people that must preserve its distinctiveness by pursuing a way of life different from that practiced by other people.’
We will only be distinctive when we are obedient to God and seek his face.  Talk about the Meerkats advert and the confusion with compare the market.com and the meercats.com. Insurance adverts. It is simple really. Israel’s responsibility was to reflect God in everyday relationships, dealings and decisions. And their story was filled with a rich depth in its description of God’s character as they discovered on their journey with Him. Could we say that about our lives, our stories?
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