9th October 2011
Ex 32:1-14

Does God sometimes change His mind?
Introduction

There is an unwritten rule in our house that any crossword is to be left alone for Jane to complete and her alone – except when her twin comes over and the normal rules are suspended! It’s OK by me because whilst I like puzzles – crosswords and the like don’t do it for me. I like other types of puzzles, ones that turn on what someone has said or done. They do it for me because they normally also reveal something about the person which can be very interesting especially if there is information to be stored up for future use. As we know sometimes puzzles of that nature can take months if not years to fathom out.

So here’s a puzzle.

The Golden Calf

Our OT reading today is a very familiar one, as well known as many others. It’s the stuff of Sunday Schools and dramatic readings. The episode hasn’t escaped Hollywood because it has been immortalised in a film with Charlton Heston playing Moses, one of those post war biblical epics repeated every so often on TV.

The drama of the scene lends itself to storytelling at all kinds of levels. But there is a puzzle contained within it? Have you spotted it? Is it one of those passages of scripture when you read it starts you thinking?
If it doesn’t, hopefully after this morning your mind may want to think about this puzzle and its implications. 

The puzzle

Have I built up the suspense enough and you want the puzzle revealed or have you spotted it already?

The first part of the puzzle is contained in verse 10 – ‘The LORD said...Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them.’
Now why would God say these words and threaten this action? These are the very people Moses was instructed to go back to Egypt and rescue. These are the same people who crossed the Red Sea and God said that His glory would be revealed when Pharaoh and his army followed the people. These are the people God sustained in the wilderness with manna and quail and water from rock. These are the same people that God gave His Law to. And these are the people who God gave ethics to and told them to prepare a place so that they could continually worship Him whilst moving through the desert.

So what is going on here? Is this painting a picture of a capricious God good on the one hand who then turns nasty? With this possible thought in mind is it why people turn off from the OT? Is this why some Christians ignore the OT and concentrate on the NT? Is there a danger of two Gods at work here – a cruel one in the OT and a nice one in the new. Do we have a good cop bad cop scenario here?
And then we read this verse, ‘Then the LORD relented and did not bring on his people the disaster he had threatened.’
 So that’s OK then, puzzle solved, God is OK after all. To agree with that is to miss the point, we haven’t solved the puzzle it’s a false crest, there is a big question to be asked in solving this puzzle.
Does God sometimes change His mind?

We read of and sing of a God who is unchanging and therefore we acknowledge that He is not capricious like say the Greek mythological gods. But He appears to have changed His mind here and just in case we think this is a one off – don’t we read of the same think happening in Jonah with the city of Nineveh
 and again in Isaiah with King Hezekiah, his life being extended by another fifteen years.

Does this episode of the Golden Calf add itself to these other examples and reveal that God’s purposes change?
If we primarily concentrate on our reading we can by association also apply the same thinking and understanding to these other references. So if we take the first part of our puzzle – the threat in verse 10. God’s attitude or intention is in respect of the situation as it existed at that moment. If a situation changes then His attitude or intention also changes. We can then helpfully say that God responds differently to different situations. The revealing of that truth is contained in the very words that God utters – ‘now leave me alone...’ The possibility that God would withhold judgement is not explicitly stated, quite the reverse in fact. But it is implicit in the warning that God’s purpose is to bring about repentance. 
The fact is that God in this instance is leaving Himself open for intercession – He is allowing Himself to be persuaded. He could have shut the door conclusively as He did in the case of Moses later on – when Moses is denied entry into the Promised Land.
 But notice the last part of verse 10, the bit that isn’t contained in the threat, ‘Then I will make you into a great nation.’ If God is not open to persuasion then that is a false promise. 
But the threat made by God was a true one and would remain if the situation had continued but as we see in verses 11-13 Moses acted as an intercessor for the people. Moses uses a persuasive argument recalling God’s stated purposes for His chosen people, who He rescued with great power and a mighty hand and in the promises He made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

The situation changed when Moses started to pray earnestly. That very act was part of the new situation and it is was through that prayerful activity the situation changed because God as we saw answered that prayer and withheld His judgement. 

We should be clear that it was to God’s purposes that this prayer of intercession was addressed and to no other end. And importantly it was answered in a way that was in line with God’s purposes. 

The ultimate intercessor 

If we apply the principles we have explored so far in relation to a changed situation, one in which God is persuaded to change His attitude or intent, we can move our thinking to the position of Jesus Christ. Christian prayer is addressed to God the Father – as Jesus taught us (through the Lord’s Prayer). 

God’s redemptive purpose for humanity was worked out through the death of Jesus on the cross, which now gives us, as a result of that sacrifice, the ultimate intercessor in Christ. That is why we end our prayers with, ‘through Jesus Christ’ or ‘in name of Jesus’. 
This is not a formula but an acknowledgment that we can only come to God through Jesus. It is He who removed the barrier between God and humanity and that is why there is such power in the name of Jesus. Jesus has such standing in heaven that it is He who will always intercede with God on our behalf. He has unlimited credit and as such we are so privileged to being able to use His name.
Our prayer will be answered in the form we pray it if it is in line with God’s purposes, for after all He is sovereign Lord.
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