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Moses at the Burning Bush

Scripture:  Exodus 4:18 to 6:27

Date:  September 27, 2009


 We have let the scriptures take us back into time, to thousands of years ago, when God's people found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.  The head of Egypt, the Pharaoh, has turned them all into slaves out of fear that they were growing too numerous.  But God had a plan.  Last week we saw how God spoke to a shepherd named Moses from a burning bush and asked him to tell Pharaoh, "Let me people go!"  Reluctantly, Moses agreed to give it a try.  

In Exodus 4, Moses takes his wife and his sons away from their homeland in Midian and begins the long, long, trip back to Egypt.  Along the way God tells Moses' brother, Aaron, to go out into the desert to find Moses.  He does, and Moses tells him everything.  Aaron believes Moses and agrees to help Moses speak to Pharaoh.  So far, so good.

But, first, Moses and Aaron have to convince the leaders of the Hebrew slaves, the elders, that God has spoken to Moses and has commissioned him to free them from their slavery.  Moses and Aaron gather up all of the elders, at the end of a long day of slavery.  They do two miracles that God has empowered them to do, and the people believe.  They bow down and worship God for sending them a deliver:  Moses the Redeemer!  Oh, happy day!


But then comes the hard part.  Moses has to tell the Pharaoh that his slaves want to leave the country for a few days.  In Exodus 5, Moses and Aaron somehow get in to see the Pharaoh.  (This is gonna be fun.)  


Now, if you were going to tell the Pharaoh that his slaves wanted to leave his country, how would you do it?  Would you start off with a joke?  ("Hey, Pharaoh, did you hear the one about the crocodile and the pyramid?")  Would you do a magic trick?  Break out a box of chocolates?


Look at what Moses did.  It's in chapter 5, verse 1.


Read Exodus 5:1


Wow, a man of few words.  Get's straight to the point.  I like that.  Besides, why monkey around?  Moses knows it's not going to do any good anyway.  Pharaoh isn't going to let his slaves go.  


And, sure enough, he doesn't.  Verse 2.


Read vv. 2-3


Did you ever wonder why Moses asked to take his people on a "three day journey"?  I mean, why not a one day journey, or a two day journey?  Why a "three day journey"?  Turns out that the words "three day journey" were code language for "beyond Pharaoh's reach".  Moses knows right well that a "three day journey" would take the Hebrews beyond Pharaoh's borders, beyond his legal right to control them.  Moses and the Pharaoh both know that if the Hebrews are allowed to go on this three day walk they're not coming back.  And the Pharaoh will have none of it.  He enjoys having this free slave labor to build his buildings.  Verse 4.

Read vv. 4-5


Pretty hopeless.  But wait.  It gets even worse.  Pharaoh not only doesn't let the Hebrews go.  He also decides to make their work harder.  Up to this point he's been providing the straw they were using to make bricks for his buildings.  Not any more.  Now they'll have to go get their own straw - AND make the same number of bricks!  


Now that's tough.  It's bad enough that they've had to make bricks from sun up to sun down, for no pay, with a guy holding a whip behind them the whole time if they slowed down.  NOW they have to go out into the wheat fields and oat fields and barley fields and gather up the straw and stubble first, then haul it back to the brick making fields, while trying to make the same number of bricks they were making before.


It can't be done.  And it wasn't done.  They failed.  Verse 14 tells us that the Hebrew foremen were beaten by the slave drivers for not making the same number of bricks.  So the Hebrew foremen unionize and go to Pharaoh together, in verse 15.


Read vv. 15-21


Uh oh.  Did you see what happened there?  The Hebrew elders have turned against Moses and Aaron.  And for good reason.  If Moses hadn't told Pharaoh to let his people go, Pharaoh wouldn't have taken their straw away.  Ahhhh!!!!  


"Crazy God man!  What good is God anyway

if we end up getting beaten by our slave drivers?"


 Israel is learning a really important lesson here, for the first time in their history.  And it's this.   Whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles.  Let me say that again.  Whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles:


- If we begin to tithe, for instance, returning to God his full 10% of our income each week, it shouldn't surprise us if we suddenly get some huge unexpected bills in the mail.  Why?  Because whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles, obstacles like, "Look at these bills!  We can't afford to tithe now, not with these!"  


- Or, say that we begin letting people at work know that we are Christians, we begin praying for our co-workers, and inviting them to church.  We can expect to get a call from the boss, maybe lose some friends, maybe even lose our job if we don't find a more acceptable way to share our faith.  Why?  Because, just like the Hebrews found out, (suddenly having to get their own straw because they wanted to follow God's leader, Moses), whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles.    

- We may decide to begin using the means of grace more frequently (studying the Bible each day, beginning and ending each day with prayer, never missing worship or Wed. Bible study).  When we do that, sure enough, challenges are going to find us.  Our family members may think we've lost it.  Interruptions may come more frequently.  Distractions may be more prevalent.  We may even get sick and not be able to get out of bed.  WHY?  Because whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles.  


Naturally, when the obstacles come, we'll want to know why.  Why did our life get so hard almost immediately after we began to follow God more seriously?  Naturally, we'll want to know why.  Moses did.  Look at what he asks God in verse 22.

Read 5:22-23


Moses is hot!  This isn't what he signed on for! He was ready for the Hebrews or the Pharaoh NOT to believe him when he said that God spoke to him from a burning bush.  He was ready for that.  But he wasn't ready for the Pharaoh to remove the straw and then whip the Hebrews when they couldn't make as many bricks.  So he wants to know, "What gives, Lord?  I did what you told me, and things only got worse."  


If only Moses knew - whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles.  


Why this happens is anyone's guess.  Some say God is testing us to see how serious we are about following him.  Others say God uses the obstacles to show us how much we need him.  And others say other things.  It's anyone's guess.


But here's one thing I know.  Whenever God is asked in the Bible, "Why did this happen?" he never answers.  Would you, if you were God?  Come on.  God doesn't have to answer to any of us.  He's God!  

Later in the OT, Job, a good and righteous man, will lose everything precious to him.  He'll ask God why it happened.  And God won't tell him.


Later in the NT, John the Baptist's father, Zechariah, will want to know why he should believe that his barren wife will be given a baby.  And God won't tell him why. Whenever God is asked in the Bible, "Why?" he never answers.  

 
Instead, he shows us his power.  John the Baptist's father asks, "Why?" and God instantly removes his ability to speak - poof!  Just like that!  Job asks, "Why?" and God answers, "Do you see those mountains, and the ocean?  Do you see the stars and the universe?  Where were you when I made them?"  


When asked, "Why?' God doesn't answer.  He doesn't have to.  Instead, he shows us his power.  


Watch how he does this with Moses.  In chapter 6, verse 6, God promises Moses that he will accomplish seven, (count them, seven!), things for the Hebrews in the days to come.  Seven things that will show Israel how powerful he is, even more powerful than the Pharaoh.


Read Ex. 6:6-9



The ending to this reading is really important.  Did you catch it?  How did the Israelites respond when Moses told them God's seven promises?  They didn't listen to him, did they?  They'd heard enough from this God-man.  Verse 9 says they were too discouraged, too run down by life.  They'd had enough of God.

And there's the fork in the road for each one of us.  It's a decision that we each need to make.  Can we praise God in both good times and bad?  Or do bad times make us give in to discouragement, and turn our backs on God?  


Israel was happy when Moses and Aaron did their miracles, and said that God wanted them to lead Israel to the Promised Land.  Whoo hoo!  God is great!  Let's go to church!


But when things got bad, (with the straw shortages and the beatings), Israel didn't want anything to do with God.  They didn't care what God was promising to do for them.  They had stopped listening to Moses altogether.


Before we get too critical of them, can we praise God in good times and bad?  Can we believe in God, trust in God, keep worshipping God, when those obstacles come to anyone who's trying to follow God more closely?

Can we?  It's a choice we each need to make.  It may be one of the toughest choices to make in life, and I've seen so many people choose what Israel chose here.  I've seen so many people over the years who were faithful Christians when things were going well for them, but as soon as illness hit their family, or they lost their job, or someone they loved was in a car accident, or their marriage went bad, or something else happened, (some other obstacle), then BAMN, you never saw them in church again.  And when you spoke with them, they were just like Israel in verse 9 - they had stopped listening to God because of their discouragement and cruel bondage.


It's a choice we each need to make, because trouble will come.  Jesus said, "In this world you will have trouble." (John 16:33)   Especially, whenever we decide to follow God more seriously we will almost immediately encounter great obstacles.  When they come, can we keep praising God?  Keep trusting God?  Keep worshipping God?
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Several weeks ago I told you about Kelly Frey, the news anchor from Pittsburgh who's sort of a friend of mine, who became pregnant for the first time this year.  A few months ago she learned that the child in her womb has a rare major brain disorder that is enlarging the head and filling the skull with fluid.  When I told you this, on August 30th two things weren't clear.  It wasn't clear whether the baby would stay alive 'til it was time to be born.  And it wasn't clear, (if the baby did live that long), if he would stay alive once he was born.   Kelly and her husband Jason decided to keep their baby and see what God had in store.

I emailed Kelly to let her know that I was praying for her.  Part of her email back to me said this:

"Our hopes and prayers in releasing our story were simply to allow God to use it as He sees fit.  We know there are so many couples who have gone through this or will feel such heartache in the future.  We grieve for them and already have had so many emails from both Mom's and Dad's who have lost children in similar ways.  We are, of course, praying desperately, asking God for a miracle.  But we must live in the reality of the diagnosis . . ."

Kelly Frey and her husband, Jason, were choosing to praise God through these bad times.  They were staying faithful to God, trusting in his power, in his promises to them.  And they were putting their trust "out there", for all of the world to see.  I was down to Jan's home on the four Friday mornings after August 30th, and there was Kelly, huge tummy and all, on the morning news.

Did you know that there is an organization of photographers that volunteers their time and talents to photograph the birth of newborns that are either still- born, or that won't be with us for very long once they are delvered?  It's an organization called "Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep", and it has 7,000 professional photographers who will quietly and sensitively come to the hospital and take beautiful pictures of any terminal child's birth that will last forever, all for free, all professionally done.  

Kelly Frey asked for a "Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep" photographer to create some forever memories of Kelly while she was still pregnant.  Here are some of the pics.  
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When bad times come, we all have the same choice that Kelly and Jason had to make.  They chose to keep praising God and keep trusting his promises.

This week, the two questions about their unborn baby were answered.  This past Tuesday morning, Kelly Frey had her baby boy.  He did stay alive to make it to his birthday.  And the instant he was born, something happened that Kelly and Jason are calling a miracle.  The instant he was born he began breathing on his own!  And he is still breathing, on his own, still with us, still with Kelly and Jason, at home.
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Kelly told a reporter on Thursday:
"This is the best-case scenario we could have ever hoped for.  We still have a long road ahead.  It's been in God's hands all along and it's been a miraculous journey."

 
The "Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep" photographer was there when little Bennett was born.  Look at these amazing photographs.
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In the Bible, whenever God is asked why something has happened, he never answers that question.  Instead, he points to his power.  He did that for Moses here, in Exodus 6.  Through his power he made seven promises to Moses, seven promises to Israel, and (by the end of this book) he will make good on every one.



We can keep our eyes on our problems if we want to, and keep asking the, "Why?" questions.  Or, we can keep praising God, keep believing in God, and stand on the promises of God to work all things together for good.
8:38 service ending:

Personally, I'm choosing to stand on the promises of God.  How about you?  Are you with me?  Then let's stand together, and sing our final hymn with faith and trust.  


[Sing "Standing On the Promises of God"]

11:00 service ending:

The song "Blessed Be Your Name" is a song of contrasts.  In it, Matt Redman writes of the kind of opposite situations that we all face from time to time.  But there is a constant in this song, running through all of the contrasts - the words "blessed be your name".  

Look at the contrasts:

Blessed Be Your Name in the land that is plentiful 

Where Your streams of abundance flow, 

Blessed be Your name

That's the good times.  Then he writes, 

Blessed Be Your name when I'm found in the desert place

Though I walk through the wilderness,
Blessed Be Your name

He'll do it again later in the song.  The good times:

Blessed be Your name when the sun's shining down on me

When the world's 'all as it should be',
Blessed be Your name

Then the bad times:

Blessed be Your name on the road marked with suffering 

Though there's pain in the offering, 

Blessed be Your name

And the point? 
Every blessing You pour out I'll turn back to praise

When the darkness closes in, Lord still I will say

Blessed be the name of the Lord


I have decided to live my life by the words of this song.  I have decided to keep praising God, to keep trusting in God, in good times and bad, trusting in his promises.  How about you?  Are you with me?  Then let's stand together, and sing this powerful song.


[Sing "Blessed Be Your Name"]
