Looking forward to Sunday, July 10th, 2011

“The God Who Writes His Own Agreements!” and “Who Legislates!”
Genesis 12:1-3 & Deuteronomy 6:4-9

4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 5 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. Deuteronomy 6:4-5 (NIV)

----------
Last Sunday I commented in my introduction to this present sermon series that this may be a very unusual sermon series. I still can’t tell you how this series will all unfold, but I am confident that not only will we be reviewing and being reminded of the great themes of the Scriptures from Genesis to Revelation, we will be engaged with fresh perspectives and challenging content. We are reviewing the fourteen themes from Don Carson’s book, The God Who Is There, that give us an overview of the entire Bible. And for added value, we are providing ourselves with an opportunity to review the Bible memory verses that go with each of those fourteen themes. 

My goal is sort of to preach around those Bible verses we have selected for memorizing. I’m trying to cover 2 themes or 2 chapters from Carson’s book each week.

Thus, today we are reviewing Genesis 10 through Deuteronomy 34, From Abraham through Moses.
3. The God Who Writes His Own Agreements

Genesis 10-50
In summary: God made a promise to Abraham to bless his descendants with a country of their own and to bless the whole world through them.

4. The God Who Legislates
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy
In summary: God rescued His people from slavery in Egypt and gave them good rules to obey, promising they would prosper in their own land as long as they obeyed Him.
The God who writes His own agreements and who legislates, covering Genesis 10 through Deuteronomy 34. The memory verses that speak to these two themes are:
Genesis 12:1-3 (NIV) 1 The Lord had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you. 2 “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” 
Genesis 15:6 (NIV) 6 Abram believed the Lord, and He credited it to him as righteousness.
Deuteronomy 6:4-9 (NIV) 4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 5 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. 6 These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. 7 Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. 8 Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 9 Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates. 
When I say “Abraham,” what comes to your mind now that we have completed an overview of the entire Bible? What comes to your mind when I say “Moses”?

Abraham and Moses are the two primary figures in our review today. Abraham represents the founding of the nation of Israel and Moses the deliverer of that nation from captivity in Egypt. It was in the deliverance process that great clarity was given by God to the relationship He would have with the nation of Israel. Uppermost in the mind of God was that theirs was to be a love relationship, mutually exchanged between the Leader and the follower.
As we are reminded of the God who writes His own agreements and who legislates, it is vital that we understand what will motivate us to obey this God, who most certainly is worthy to be obeyed but it is not in our nature to submit and obey. So the theme of this morning’s message is this: The only motive that will overcome our natural resistance to obeying God’s commands is His sacrificial and redeeming love. 

This morning I hope to show you that at the heart of God’s commands are His glory and His love. When we find ourselves chafing at the restraint of God’s laws, when we are overflowing with resistant arguments with God for how disruptive His directives will be to our plans and our agenda, it is crucial that we plead with God to open our eyes to see His sacrificial and redeeming love. Welcoming the yoke of Christ will be to welcome true freedom and the fullness of life. Accepting Christ’s yoke will relieve the load of our burdens and give us the peace and joy that is possible only in full surrender to Jesus Christ.

Last week we focused on God’s tendency to set something aside or set something apart so that He can demonstrate His glory and power through that something. We see that theme illustrated when He called Abram to leave his country and go to where God was leading him. We also see this illustrated in God’s choice of Moses to lead the emerging nation of Israel out of bondage in Egypt.

Again, our sweep of Scripture is from Genesis 10 through to the end of Deuteronomy, essentially the first five books of the Bible, sometimes referred to as the Pentateuch, sometimes the Books of Moses – Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.

I will again be relying heavily on Dr. G. Campbell Morgan for his insights found in his commentary, The Unfolding Message of the Bible. I will close with a reading from a book by Karen Mains, Making Sunday Special.
Genesis: Dr. Morgan says:

Genesis deals first with the nature of man. It follows with the fall of man, as separating between man and God and it reveals clearly the consequent ruin of humanity, and so the need for a priest is revealed. (30)

The first command given to man, found in Genesis 2, was the prohibition not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. It was not lost on some of you that the sin that brought the fall of man and thus meant that all subsequent humans would be born sinners, was eating fruit from a tree. Dr. Morgan said, “God put into the garden one tree, and marked it out and made it the sacramental symbol of man’s restriction, made it to mark the limits of his liberty.” So it is not surprising that it was on a tree that our Great High Priest, Christ, died as payment for that disobedience. Christ demonstrated that God was right when He said, when you eat of this tree you will surely die.

Now from our perspective, God begins moving the course of history to the revelation of His Son as the Redeemer/Savior who will set us free from the penalty of Adam’s sin and our sins.

Exodus: Dr. Morgan says:

. . . Exodus is a revelation of the activity of God in which He began preparation for the complete supply of the need created by man. It is an account of the beginnings of that activity of God in which He was making preparation for the fullness of times, in which the priest should appear in human history. The priest is the great echo in the heart of God. It existed from the foundation of the world, for it was before the foundation of the world that the Lamb was slain in the purpose of God. (37)

God is revealing the scene of the beginnings of the great movement that culminated in Christ. I know we are apt to think that the ways of God are slow, but that is the vulgarity of our finite minds; and the terrible attempt we make to compass the diving activity into the little span of our own earthly career and life. (38)

You recall Dr. Morgan outlined the Old Testament in three words: Priest, King and Prophet, each pointing to and describing our Savior. The first five books of the Old Testament point to our need for a priest – more precisely our need for Christ as our Mediator/Priest to not simply offer the sacrifice for our sins but also to be the sacrifice.

Leviticus: Dr. Morgan says:

The priest . . . is the one who has the right of access to God, and he has the right of access, not as a privilege bestowed but as a responsibility, because a priest is always in the presence of God representing others. That is the very essence of priesthood. If you are a believer you are a priest, and if you are a priest you have the right of access to God, not merely for the privilege of blessing your own poor little puny soul, but as an intercessor on behalf of others, bearing on your heart the burden of others always. The priest is doing that. Without being academic one can say quite simply that the Book of Leviticus is a Handbook of the Priest. (49)

Numbers: Dr. Morgan writes:

The first ten chapters of Numbers are full of interest because in these chapters is constituted the nation. It goes back, and we are bound to go back, to Exodus, and the emergence of the nation is seen, the whole movement beginning in the twelfth chapter of Genesis when Jehovah spoke unto Abram. And from that finding of a man came a family, and the family multiplied until there was a people, and the people went down to Egypt and passed into slavery and remained there for 500 years. The last words of Genesis are “a coffin in Egypt,” and the bones of Joseph were in that coffin. After that period of discipline in Egypt they were segregated from contamination by surrounding nations, til the hour came when they should be no longer merely a people but a nation, and in Exodus we have the account of how God bought them to Himself in the wilderness of Sinai. (59-60)

In Numbers we see the utter failure of this new nation to walk in obedience to God but that God remained faithful to His people.

Then the fifth and final book of the Pentateuch, Deuteronomy: Dr. Morgan states:

. . . what we have here in Deuteronomy is a record of the final discourses of Moses. He is about to leave these people – Moses, the lad who by the forethought of his mother and father had been preserved from death - remember Hebrews tells you that. He has all the discipline of forty years in the court of Pharaoh, being brought up in all the learning of the Egyptians. . . . From the mere standpoint of learning and erudition and knowledge it reveals what a remarkable man he was. Forty years, and then forty years as the result of his own action, and the overwhelming providence of it all; and he passes from all the splendors of the Egyptian court to the greater splendors of the wilderness and the mountains of God. I hope young people reading the story don’t feel a bit sorry for him when he got into the wilderness. You ought to be glad for him. Those were great years and then the meaning of it all revealed: the burning bush, the Voice divine, the holy call, the great commission. And we know what resulted. (71-72)

The laws and the discipline of the wilderness are to prepare them for the land, and they are to take the laws with them when they enter the land, that their characteristic may be supremely that they are a holy people, a people that bear something of the divine likeness and who are of the very character of God. . . . the purpose was that this people should enter into the land as a holy place. (76)

. . . there is a new note in Deuteronomy, and it is supremely a note which can be characterized by one word: Love. Here it breathes through everything. (79)

There is an unequivocal stern severity in the law as given by Moses on the Mount and in the Tabernacle, and yet you cannot read this through without reading all the way you go, that there is a new note. (79)

Two things are declared (Deut 4:36-37; 10:12), that God’s laws are an expression of His love. God loved their fathers, therefore He brought them out, and He brought them out for Himself. And the second thing to notice is, “What doth the Lord thy God require of thee?” Here is the other side – man’s love for God as the motive of obedience. There is no motive that will make any man obedient to the stern severity of the law of God except by His love, and it is love which is the answer to love. That meant the discovery that every stern commandment is the expression of unfailing love. And it gives to life and law, all through, its tremendous truth. The quotation from Browning is almost banal and yet right: I report as a man of God’s work; All is law and all’s love. (80) 

And back of the law is love, His love, love as the motive at the end; and the only motive which will make any man obedient to the severity of the uttermost law of God is love for God. “This is the whole of the law and the prophets,” said Jesus, “Thou shall love the Lord thy God with all thine heart and soul.” And that meant that the second is a corollary and becomes a sequence, is like unto it, grows out of it: “Thou shalt love they neighbor as thyself.” And there under the severity of the statement of these two commandments hang all the laws and the prophets. And in Deuteronomy is found that note of tenderness and beauty running all through. (80-81)

Though it is evident throughout the first four books of the Bible, Deuteronomy leaves no doubt that God’s laws are given in love, bathed in love and to be received in love because the only motive that will overcome our natural resistance to obeying God’s commands is His sacrificial and redeeming love. 

This is where I call on Karen Mains to help us see even more vividly the love God is having towards us through His Son, Jesus Christ, to woo us to Himself as in a divine romance. 

It is in this context of God’s attribute as Divine Lover that a great romance is dramatized. The script begins early in the Scriptures: “I am the Lord, . . . and I will take you for My people, and I will be your God . . .” (Exodus 6:6-7) These words are spoken to Israel, a slave girl of Egypt, under hard bondage, misused, abused – but suddenly favored, because the eye of a powerful lord has noticed her, sees her potential beauty and is determined to loose her bonds. It is as though He has said, “I will be your man, and you will be My woman.” (153-154)

In the book The Divine Romance, author Gene Edwards writes of Israel, “In the eyes of earthen man she was a nation, but through the eyes of God a woman. A nation, yes; but in His sight a composite woman . . . He love this one, visited, counseled her.” (154)

What a daring rescue He arranges for this slave maiden! What an heroic master plan He executes – escape, chase, deliverance. Moses wrote a song about it: “I will sing to the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously; the horse and rider He has thrown into the sea. . . . Thou hast led in Thy steadfast love the people whom thou has redeemed . . .” (Exodus 15:1, 13). (154)

Sir Walter Scott captured the essence of breathless last-minute deliverance in his romantic novel Ivanhoe. The beautiful Jewess Rebecca, who has nursed the wounded and disinherited Lord Wilfred of Ivanhoe (falling in love with him, but hopelessly because of her race) finds herself abducted by the Templar Knight, Brian de Bois-Guilbert, whose seductive attentions she has resolutely refused. Twisted circumstances, however, inveigh against her. Due to the machinations of the Grand Master of the Templar Knights, a malevolent figure, she is tried and condemned as a sorceress and sentenced to die, to burn at the stake. Fate twists: Rebecca’s captor, now under orders from the evil Grand Master, has become, despite his own wishes, her accuser. (154)

Scott captures the pageantry and language of these heraldic times. The trumpets flourish. The herald cries. (154)

But no champion appears for the beautiful Rebecca who is offered a last chance to admit her guilt and obtain pardon. She refuses (A delay is granted for one hour, and all await the young woman’s fate.) Finally, at the last moment, his horse fatigued from hard riding, a champion appears, but either from weariness or weakness, he can scarcely support himself in the saddle. It is Ivanhoe, barely healed, who proclaims, “I am a good knight and noble, come hither to sustain with lance and sword the just and lawful quarrel of this damsel, Rebecca . . . and to defy Sir Brian de Bois-Guilbert, as a traitor, murderer, and liar; as I prove in this field with my body against his . . . .” (154-155)

The Grand Master holds in his hand the gage of battle, the doomed maiden’s glove; he throws it down to the fatal signal words, Laissez aller. The knights charge. The wearied horse and rider go down before the well-aimed lance of the Templar Knight, but to the astonishment of all, Bois-Guilbert also reels in his saddle, looses his stirrups and falls in the lists. Untouched, he dies; a judgment of God. The maiden is pronounced free and guiltless. (155)
Ivanhoe is a classic sample of the romantic form of literature, often overblown with sentimentalism and awash with idealism, but it lends a parallel portrayal of the drama of the love story of a God and a people, a Divine Deliverer who rescues His loved one from the clutches of another evil Grand Master, the Pharaoh. He frees her, this one called Israel, bruised, chaffed, frightened, brutalized from bondage; and then this great lord most tenderly declares again, “And I will make My abode among you, and My soul shall not abhor you. I will walk among you, and will be your God, and you shall be My people. I am the Lord your God, who brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, that you should not be their slaves; and I have broken the bars of your yoke and made you walk erect” (Leviticus 26:11-13). (155)

The deliverance turns into a holy courtship, and the Divine Deliverer begins to define a betrothal agreement. He, the great lord, a most commanding potentate, is proposing marriage to the former slave girl of lowly nomadic origin. If she will set herself aside for Him; if she will refuse to keep company with other men, and seek no other lovers; if she will learn to love Him with her whole heart, soul, and strength; if she will pledge herself to live a life different from all the other slave girls of common derivation, then He will covenant to be her husband, to betroth her to Himself, to bless her with His riches, to endow her with His royal inheritance, to marry her at a future date, to celebrate the wedding feast at a gathering of the nations of the world, and to keep the marital love warm, living, eternally lasting. (155-156)

In this sense, the Old Testament records a romance: The One Great Lord chooses a pitiful young woman because He sees her potential beauty; He falls in love with her, draws her in merciful compassion into His arms, wipes the tears from her cheeks, and speaks her special name, whispering that He has chosen her for His bride. And she is to follow Him the rest of her days. (156)

He gives her a ring to wear, the gold band of Sabbath that will remind her of this betrothal covenant, a sign to all the other lords that she is engaged to the One Great Lord. (156)
All love stories, whether ancient of modern, whether fiction or true, are but pale imitations, impoverished comparisons to this cosmic drama which begins on the stage of the Old Testament and continues with a “second act” performed on the platform of the New. Here a worthy human woman bears God’s Son, a manchild who takes on flesh to continue the wooing in a way that can be seen. He, too, is “the long delayed but always expected something that we wait for,” the Gentleman Caller, now in human form. (156)

Ironically, when grown, He performs His first rites of divinity at a marriage feast, turning the water into wine for the wedding celebrants. He, too, finally becomes a deliverer, a champion and proves a rightful challenger in the field Calvary against the tempter, the traitorous seducer, the Grand Master of evil. He redeems His beloved, the world, at all cost, with His own body as forfeit. (156)

To miss this motif of the Divine Romance embossed upon the Old and New Testament is to miss God’s love scheme and to be unprepared for the last and final act – the marriage celebration of the wedding of the bride and the Bridegroom. It is to be an unready virgin, without enough oil to keep her lamp burning until the Lord finally comes. (157)

And to misunderstand this love scheme is also to misunderstand the role of Sabbath. For Sabbath is the ring a loving God, the Divine Wooer, gives His chosen one to wear; it is a gold band to remind her, through the long days of waiting, of His betrothal covenant – a sign to her and to all the other eager young lords, the overly attentive suitors, that she is engaged to, set apart for, this One Great Lord. She belongs to Him. (157)

As we close, I would like us to make much of this most unique One whom God has sent to love us, Jesus Christ. Follow along as we read this tribute to Jesus Christ for who He is FOR US.

TRIBUTE II

(Note: Have one person read it, or read in unison or responsively. Consider doing so on your knees.)

Father: We come to You to proclaim the name of Your Son together 
– to spread His fame, embrace His reign, increase His gain 
and honor His claim about who He is FOR us. 

As we do, awake us to Him afresh for ALL that He is. 

May the praise we bring to Him in these moments come forth alive in us by Your Spirit and rise up as a blessing to You forever. 

We use Your Word to magnify Your Son, without whom we are nothing and can do nothing. 

This TRIBUTE is all for Christ alone, who stands here among us, right now, our one and only Hope of Glory.

Lord Jesus Christ: THIS IS OUR TRIBUTE TO YOU – OUR TRIBUTE TO WHO YOU ARE FOR US.

You were made flesh and dwelt among us, as one of us, FOR us. 

You are Emmanuel – God with us to be FOR us as the Son of Man. 

You manifested the glory of God in human form, full of grace and truth – and so now out of the fullness of Your incarnation we will forever receive one blessing after another. 

YOU, the one who was from the beginning. 

YOU were seen with Your disciples’ eyes, touched with their hands, heard with their ears, proclaimed by their lips. 

YOU are the mystery of godliness – it is all about You and what You have done FOR us – that You appeared in a body, that You and Your mission of salvation were vindicated by the power of the Spirit; that You were seen by angels in resurrection glory, preached among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up to the Throne of Heaven. 

YOU came among us as one of us yet without sin, so that now we too can have fellowship with You, even as Your blood keeps on purifying us from all sin. 
You did this for us. 

You are ready to do this for all the nations. 

In fact, You are the atoning sacrifice not only for our sins but for the sins of the whole world. 

You said, that You did not come to be served, but to serve and to give Your life as a ransom for many. 

Truly, it pleased the Father for all His fullness to dwell in You, so that through You He might reconcile all things back to Himself, making peace by Your blood shed on the cross. 

In You are fulfilled those ancient words that foresee: 

It was You who took up our infirmities FOR us. 

It was You who carried our sorrows FOR us. 

It was You who was pierced for our transgressions. 

It was You who was crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brings us peace with God landed on You. By Your wounds we are healed. By Yours and Yours alone. 

More than that, You are the Resurrection and the Life, both for us and for the nations and for all creation that waits for You to deliver it from its bondage to decay. 

That’s why You said that those who live and believe in You will never die. 

That’s why You also said that whoever hears Your word and believes in the Father who sent You has eternal life and will not be condemned but already have crossed over from death to life. 

That’s why You said that because You live we shall live also. 

That’s why You said that the time has already come when the dead will hear Your voice and those who hear will live because the Father has granted to You, His Son, to have life in Yourself – for our sakes. 

If You had not been raised from the dead, how pitiful would be our condition. 
But You are raised from the dead FOR us. 
You are first fruits of our own, coming resurrection. 

In You all who belong to You will be made everlastingly alive. 

You have conquered death FOR us. 

You have brought life and immorality to light and You did it all FOR us. 

You were dead, but behold You are alive forevermore and You hold the keys to death and Hades, FOR us. 
Truly, You are the Living One. 

You were crucified because of weakness but You now live by the power of God. 

Even so we are weak in ourselves as we surrender totally to you, but because of You, and You alone, we will live by the power of God in order to give ourselves to You and to You alone forever.

This tribute expresses a small part of the inexhaustible riches of who You are FOR us and for all peoples.

So, Father: This is how we celebrate Your Son in this hour – our Lord Jesus Christ. 
We exalt Him. We exult in Him. 
We do so because of all He is FOR us – now. 

Therefore, everything we are and have, every breath we breathe, every step we take, every service we render, every prayer we pray, every praise we bring, is only possible by Him and Him alone. 

For without Him – without all He is FOR us – we are nothing and we can do nothing. 

More and more, by the revealing work of Your Spirit, awaken us to Christ alone – awaken Your whole Church to Christ alone – so that increasingly He might become FOR us our all in all. 

AMEN.
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