August 2, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden/Micah Adamson

When did God tell us to go camping?

John 7:1-9, 37-39; 8:12, Exodus 17:1-7; 23:14-17; 40:33-38 & Leviticus 23:33-44

42 “Live in booths (tents) for seven days: All native-born Israelites are to live in booths(tents) 43 so your descendants will know that I had the Israelites live in booths (tents) when I brought them out of Egypt. I am the Lord your God.’ ”

Leviticus 23:42–43 (NIV84)
-----------
Today we take a brief break from our Summer 2015 Sermon Series on why we do what we do on the Lord’s Day. Fitting to the occasion for a significant portion of our congregation who are camping at Warm Beach Christian Conference Center in Stanwood, is answering the question: When did God tell us to go camping?

For the answer to that question, let’s ask another. Why did God lead His people, Israel, out of Egypt and into the wilderness to live in tents? In other words, what was the Exodus all about? In essence, it was to remove God’s people out from under the authority of the Pharaoh of Egypt where they were previously living and to bring them into a place where there were no kings except Him (God). The Exodus is a picture of a change of masters or of lordship. Thus it was a change of their source of provision, from being dependent on the Pharaoh to being dependent on the Lord God. Dependence, therefore, shifted from the human king or human government to the divine king or God.

This is why God called His people to go camping; to reestablish in the hearts and minds of Israel that God was their king no matter where they lived.

So, anytime we go camping is an opportunity to recommit ourselves to being fully dependent on the Lord our God who is known best and only through His Son Jesus Christ.

This call to go camping is relevant to us today because Jesus extended an Old Testament feast, called the Feast of Tabernacles, to have meaning for us today as New Testament believers.
So what do we know about the Feast of Tabernacles?

First, let’s see it in the context of what is known as the Pilgrim Festivals. God says through Moses in Exodus 23:14-17 (NIV84) 14 “Three times a year you are to celebrate a festival to Me. 
15 “Celebrate the Feast of Unleavened Bread; for seven days eat bread made without yeast, as I commanded you. Do this at the appointed time in the month of Abib, for in that month you came out of Egypt. “No one is to appear before Me empty-handed. 
This last statement is noteworthy. Why is it so important that no one appear before the Lord empty-handed? Well, all we need do is to review the Exodus story and it becomes obvious that it is a matter of remembrance and thanksgiving for what God has done for His people. These celebration are designed to do both; remember and bring a thank offering.
Moses continues identifying the three annual festivals.

16 “Celebrate the Feast of Harvest with the firstfruits of the crops you sow in your field. 
“Celebrate the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in your crops from the field. 
17 “Three times a year all the men are to appear before the Sovereign Lord. 
The Feast of Unleavened Bread is essentially synonymous with Passover. Technically, Passover is on the 14th day of the first month with the Feast of Unleavened Bread following immediately on the 15th day of the first month and it was for 7 days.

The Feast of Harvest is the same as the Feast of Weeks which gives thanks to God for the early harvest.

The Feast of Ingathering is the same as the Feast of Tabernacles or Feast of Booths and it is a thank offering for the fall harvest.

Each of these three feasts was to be celebrated in Jerusalem and all men of Israel were to travel to Jerusalem for these feasts.

Now, let’s focus on the Feast of Tabernacles. 1. It was the last and greatest of the three yearly feasts, and occurred in our month of October or late September. 2. It was intended at once to commemorate the forty years’ wandering in the wilderness, and also to celebrate the ingathering of the yearly harvest. 3. The pilgrims, as well as the inhabitants of Jerusalem, left their houses for seven days to dwell in tents made of boughs. The feast was at once a solemn and a happy time.

So, the purpose of the Feast of Tabernacles was to look back seriously and with joyful thanksgiving for how God provided for the children of Israel during their forty years of wandering in the desert before entering the Promised Land. Not only did God provide manna and quail for food, He provided water and light. To commemorate this provision by God, the Jews were to make for themselves booths or tabernacles or tents in which they would live for seven days outdoors. They were to get the feel of living in close to primitive conditions so they would easily see how much they would have needed to depend on God for protection and provision and to deepen their gratitude for the bounty they were presently living with. The Feast of Tabernacles is, therefore, a time to remember that God is our provider for all things, much like the purpose for our Thanksgiving Holiday.
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When you search for pictures of sukkahs or booths you’ll find the variety is quite extensive. It appears the rules for making one is that the roof is to be flat, made with branches, covering enough to protect you from the burning sun but open enough so you can see the brightest stars at night as you lie on your bed. Only three sides are required. This would mean that at night you would always have a view to the light of God’s glory hovering over the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle. This would make you aware even at night of the presence of God in your midst.

God is our provider. It is required of us to live in this recognition and to honor Him as our provider. What better way to be reminded of this than to spend a week out of every year living outside in austere conditions to get our focus back on God.

Our “permanent” homes deceive us into thinking that we are secure in our possessions. But, taking a week each year to live outside in flimsy tents help us see how temporary things are. Our security is truly in the Lord alone.

The two things that it appears Jesus specifically picked up on most from the Feast of Tabernacles are the roles of water and light – the provision of water, either from rain or from the rock at Massah and Meribah and the provision of light from the shikinah glory of the Lord at night.

Turn in your Bibles to the Gospel of John chapter 7. In chapter 6, John reviews for us how Jesus established Himself as God’s Son by feeding the five thousand with bread and fish, and then walks on water to calm the fears of His disciples as they were being tossed about on the Sea of Galilee. Then He talks with His followers, both serious ones and casual ones, about how He was the Bread of Life, just like the manna that God gave Israel while they were in the wilderness. Jesus said that if they didn’t eat of Him they would not gain eternal life. And with that bold and unusual statement, many of the so called disciples left Jesus. 

In chapter 7, John records how Jesus wants us to now think about the Old Testament Feast of Tabernacles.
John 7:1-2 (NIV84) 1 After this, Jesus went around in Galilee, purposely staying away from Judea because the Jews there were waiting to take His life. 

2 But when the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was near, . . . something is going to happen. 

Here we see Jesus, at least at first, intentionally avoiding placing Himself in harms way. And it appears that He avoided it for about 6 months. How do I know? By putting the words “After this” from verse 1 together with “But when” from verse 2.

The events of chapter 6 took place just prior to the Feast of Passover. In the Jewish calendar, Passover starts their year. In the 1st month from the 14th to the 21st day, the Jews are to celebrate Passover (Exodus 12). Anticipating Passover was the backdrop for John 6.

When we come to chapter 7, we learn that the backdrop is the Feast of Tabernacles or the Feast of Booths. It even has a third name, the Feast of Ingathering. This Feast is to be celebrated in the 7th month starting on the 15th day, lasting for 7 days with a final celebration on the 8th day, or the second Sabbath. So, with this information, we can deduce that from the end of chapter 6 to the beginning of chapter 7 there is about a 6 month period of time. And John tells us that Jesus hung out in Galilee during this time, purposely avoiding Judea, specifically Jerusalem, because of the readiness of the Jews there to kill Him.

The things that Jesus does during the Feast of Tabernacles are actually better understood if we know the details of the Feast of Tabernacles?

John 7:2-9 (NIV84) 2 But when the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles was near, 3 Jesus’ brothers said to Him, “You ought to leave here and go to Judea, so that Your disciples may see the miracles You do. 4 No one who wants to become a public figure acts in secret. Since You are doing these things, show Yourself to the world.” 5 For even His own brothers did not believe in Him. 

6 Therefore Jesus told them, “The right time for Me has not yet come; for you any time is right. 7 The world cannot hate you, but it hates Me because I testify that what it does is evil. 8 You go to the Feast. I am not yet going up to this Feast, because for Me the right time has not yet come.” 9 Having said this, He stayed in Galilee. 

Jesus ordered His earthly, daily schedule around His divinely appointed mission. He did nothing except what His Father told Him to do. He was about His Father’s business. Gaining the favor of God the Father was His sole objective. Trying to explain this stuff to His brothers wouldn’t get anywhere. They wouldn’t understand how it could be right to pass up such a grand opportunity to show off to so many people in such a relatively small geographic space. God the Father was not on their radar screens.

Here in the midst of celebrating the great Feast of Tabernacles, the person getting all the attention was keeping Himself out of the public eye. And here’s what we learn about the scuttlebutt. Some think Jesus is a good man. Others think He deceives the people. But, regardless the opinion, good or bad, these conversations about Jesus were whispered in self-protective tones.

Hovering over the crowd was a fear of the Jews. It was pervasive and it was stifling to faith in Christ. To publicly acknowledge Jesus as the Son of God was to invite ridicule and persecution.

Even today, to follow Jesus is a challenge. First, it means taking on an entirely foreign allegiance from what we are used to as sinners. Second, it means risking being ridiculed, even among our own family.

Two daily ceremonies took place during the seven day Feast of Tabernacles. Those two special ceremonies focused on God’s provision of water and God’s provision of light. They became known as the water ceremony or the water-drawing ceremony and the lighting ceremony or the illumination ceremony. 

To help us better understand the water ceremony, hear these words form Exodus 17:1–7 (NIV84) 1 The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, traveling from place to place as the Lord commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. 2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.” 
Moses replied, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the Lord to the test?” 
3 But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?” 
4 Then Moses cried out to the Lord, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready to stone me.” 
5 The Lord answered Moses, “Walk on ahead of the people. Take with you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 I will stand there before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink.” So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 And he called the place Massah and Meribah because the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the Lord saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?” 

The water ceremony occurred every morning of the seven-day festival. On the seventh day, instead of one pitcher of water being drawn from the Pool of Siloam, seven were drawn and poured on the Temple altar. Not surprisingly, the lighting ceremony was celebrated in the evening. 

By the time we get to verse 37, we are peeking in on the Festival of Tabernacles on its last and greatest day. In the morning during the water ceremony, Jesus stood up and made a powerful statement, not unlike the one He will make in the evening of that same day.

John 7:37-39 (NIV84) 37 On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. 38 Whoever believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” 39 By this He meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified. 

Jesus proclaims Himself to be like the water God supplied to the people in the desert. He is saying that He is the water that God supplies to thirsty souls.

In chapter 8, on the last and greatest day of the Festival of Tabernacles, now in the evening during the lighting ceremony, Jesus boldly proclaims that He is the light of the world.
John 8:12 (NIV84) 12 When Jesus spoke again to the people, He said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 
This is a profoundly powerful and egotistical statement. Who would dare make this statement? How is it at all possible that even Jesus could say this and still claim to be a humble man? To say, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life,” is to make a claim of exclusivity that exceeds the boasts of thousands of arrogant men. For us to let this statement by Jesus stand is to agree in major measure that Jesus was full of Himself.

Who else but Jesus could make the claim of being The Light of the World and not be considered exceedingly arrogant and delusional? Under what circumstance can we add the personality characteristics of “humble,” “gentle” and “servant” to a person who boldly and publicly proclaims Himself to be the light of the world and that those who follow Him will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life?

Is there but one circumstance for which we would not dismiss Jesus as an idle babbler and an arrogant fool? The one exception is that He must actually be who He claims to be: God, living among men in human flesh.

That is the conclusion we have come to here at New Heights. Because Jesus is the Son of God, there is nothing delusional about His claim to be the light of the world. He is not arrogant, but a servant on a mission of proportions our human minds cannot comprehend.

Would we think a doctor who answers a call, “Is their a doctor in the house?” to be arrogant for identifying himself as a doctor? 

That is precisely why we do not consider Christ’s claims about Himself to be either arrogant or delusional. He is who He claims to be.

Now notice what Jesus asserts. He is the source of light for the world. He is the only source of light. And, He is the source of light for all people. He asserts that those who follow Him will be delivered from the darkness of sin and will have life from that light that is implanted within them.

What is remarkable is that sitting in this room today, most of us can testify from personal experience that Jesus truly is the light of the world because we have been delivered from the darkness of our sin and have had life implanted within us. We know from personal experience of having been brought out of darkness into light because that happened when we believed in Jesus Christ.

The setting in which Jesus makes this claim of being the light of the world is Jerusalem on the last and greatest day of the Feast of Tabernacles. This feast was celebrated in the fall season of the year as a thanksgiving celebration for the way God had provided food and safety over the course of the year. It originated as a grateful remembrance of God’s provision of the Tabernacle in the wilderness and of manna, quail and water for physical sustenance. 

The significance of the Tabernacle was in how God made His presence known to these Hebrews while they were living in the desert. God gave these desert wanderers a visible sign of His presence. 

Exodus 40:33-38 (NIV84) gives us the background for understanding what Jesus did on the last and greatest day of the Feast of Tabernacles.

33 Then Moses set up the courtyard around the tabernacle and altar and put up the curtain at the entrance to the courtyard. And so Moses finished the work. 
34 Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. 35 Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. 
36 In all the travels of the Israelites, whenever the cloud lifted from above the tabernacle, they would set out; 37 but if the cloud did not lift, they did not set out—until the day it lifted. 38 So the cloud of the Lord was over the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel during all their travels. 
God provided for these people a visible cloud of His presence among them. If they follow the cloud, they are following God. Whenever the cloud moved, they moved. God displayed His glory to the people through the cloud. God’s glory was specifically displayed by the fire within the cloud. As the earth grew darker at the setting of the sun, the brilliance of the fire in the cloud grew brighter. The Israelites never needed to walk in the darkness because God was present with them in the light of the fire in the cloud.

38 So the cloud of the Lord was over the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel during all their travels. 
That cloudy pillar that led these people, provided shelter from the scorching sun by day and an overwhelming sense of safety and security at night through the fire within the cloud.

We are looking in on the events at the Temple in Jerusalem on the evening of the seventh day of the Feast of Tabernacles. We see the worshipers gathered in the Women’s Court. They are awaiting the lighting of the golden lamps, commemorating the pillar of fire in the cloud that led their ancestors at night while traveling in the desert.

And once the tall lamps were lit and radiated bright light over the Temple and into the surrounding city, it was then that Jesus spoke up again. This time while in the glow of the symbolic light, Jesus said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 
Certainly, this announcement by Jesus was heard as a bold identification with the pillar of fire that led the children of Israel through the desert. Certainly, the people heard Jesus claiming to be God. So, it is not surprising at all that those words of Jesus “sounded like an outrageous claim to the ears of the Pharisees.” 
 Jesus was not claiming to have made an outstanding discovery that would be helpful for the people. He was declaring Himself to be the discovery.

Even His use of the “I Am” phrase to describe Himself points to the identification that God gave of Himself to Moses when God called on him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt.

Why is it valuable for us to celebrate the meaning and purpose of the Feast of Tabernacles each time we go camping? Because today, we follow Jesus, the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night. And camping becomes a reminder to reestablish in our hearts and minds that God is our Leader, our Redeemer, our Provider and our King no matter where we live.
God has called us to follow His Son through the wilderness of this life, looking to Him, not only for our bread, but also for our water and our light. So the actual journey that God led Israel on after rescuing and redeeming them out of Egypt is being metaphorically lived out in our lives today. Thus, it is important that we never forget how Jesus rescued and redeemed us from our bondage to sin. And it is vital that we add to our remembrance our thanksgiving to God for uniting us to Himself through His Son, thus giving us eternal life, eternal food, eternal drink and eternal light. 

We no longer are obligated to obey sin as our master. We have a new Lord and a new loyalty. He is Jesus Christ of Nazareth, the perfect Son of God, who became for us the Lamb without spot or defect, capable of being the final sacrifice for our sin. Rejoice in this my brothers and sisters in Christ. Remember and give thanks (even when you are not camping).
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