“circumcise your hearts”

Among the forceful and powerful words contained within the Bible, few are more forceful or powerful that those found in Deuteronomy 28-30. In them God tells the children of Israel to stay faithful to God. If they did, they would receive blessings, but if not, they would be cursed by God. One important concept is found in chapter 30:


“When all these blessings and curses I have set before you come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the LORD your God disperses you among the nations, and when you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I command you today, then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you. Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under the heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and bring you back. He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers. The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.”


In telling the Jews to circumcise their hearts, he was reminding them of the sign of the covenant given to Abraham, and to all Israelites. It was to be a sign “of the covenant” to point to their distinct status as the children of the promise. It involved a commitment and, well, some cutting.

This physical sign was just that—a sign. Paul pointed to this truth in Romans 2:


“Circumcision has value if you observe the law, but if you break the law, you have become as though you had not been circumcised. If those who are not circumcised keep the law's requirements, will they not be regarded as though they were circumcised? The one who is not circumcised physically and yet obeys the law will condemn you who, even though you have the written code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker. 
A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such a man's praise is not from men, but from God.”


As spiritual “Jews” then, we are encouraged to undergo the “circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit.” But how is such a thing done?

It was done when Jesus came to be among us. As a Jew, he obeyed the law perfectly. As the man, he took that perfect obedience even to the point of being cursed in our place as one who “hangs on a tree.” The damnation of the Law was cast entirely upon him, as he suffered once in hell for each of our sins. As God, he rose victorious to show that sin and hell could not hold him. He completely accomplished the work of “cutting away our sins.”

The “written code” of the Law has no power to carry out the “circumcision of the heart,” but only the Spirit, who works through the means of grace. That Spirit comes to us daily with the Law, convicting us of our sins, and reminding us that we can never save ourselves or be perfect. But the Gospel tells us that we do not have to, because Jesus did this perfect work for us. “It is finished,” Jesus proclaimed. 

This “circumcision of the heart” is ours whenever we hear the Gospel message, and it allows us to “love (God) with all our heart, and live.” It is ours whenever the Law reminds us of our ongoing need for a Savior. It is ours whenever we confess our sins and ask God to have mercy on us.

May God lead us to this “circumcision of the heart” often, that we may live!
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“remember that you were slaves in Egypt.”

Do you remember being a slave? Do you recall the cry of the slave-dealer, the rub of chains against hands and feet, and the sting of the whip? Do you wake up nights sweating over the beating that the master gave you?

Me, neither. For I have never been a slave, owned by another person, and I am guessing that you haven’t either. We might joke about being a “slave to my job” or some such silliness, but it just can’t compare. Living in freedom, we can’t really relate.

That is why the phrase “remember that you were slaves in Egypt” may be a tough one to understand. It is repeated five times in the book of Deuteronomy, the last two in chapter 24:


“Do not deprive the alien or the fatherless of justice, or take the cloak of the widow as a pledge. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you from there. That is why I command you to do this. 

“When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it for the alien, the fatherless and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. When you beat the olives from your trees, do not go over the branches a second time. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. When you harvest the grapes in your vineyard, do not go over the vines again. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt. That is why I command you to do this.”


According to Moses, the children of God were to remember that they were slaves in Egypt, and that memory was to color their reactions towards others. They were to see in the misfortunes of the poor a chance to show their thankfulness to God. Former slaves were to remember, and have mercy.

The apostle Paul, in Romans 6, uses this truth to point out that all Christians were once “slaves to sin”:


What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! Don't you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness? But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness. 

I put this in human terms because you are weak in your natural selves. Just as you used to offer the parts of your body in slavery to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness, so now offer them in slavery to righteousness leading to holiness. When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”


Do you remember being a slave to sin? Do you recall the commands of the devil, the rub of the burden of trying to be perfect (and failing), and the sting of the law? Do you stay up nights feeling remorse over past sins that continue to haunt you?

I do. For as a sinful person, I was a slave to sin. My sinful nature had no freedom to do good, but only evil. I can relate 100% to Paul’s words here.

But Christ has freed me from all that. When he came to earth, he came as a slave to mankind, to serve and to be a ransom “for the sins of many.” When he lived, he submitted himself freely to his Father will. When he died, it was to pay for the rebellion and weakness of people who could not free themselves. Through the Gospel, this freedom is proclaimed to us, and we have the “free gift of eternal life in Christ Jesus our LORD.”

This free gift makes us slaves to God, and as such, we want to do what Christ wants us to do. We want to have mercy on those still trapped in sin, and to “help and be a friend to them.” We want to freely share the message of the Gospel to those who live in darkness. We want to feed the spiritually hungry, and proclaiming healing to the spiritually sick.

And if by chance I should wonder why I would do this, I just need to go back to Jesus’ love for me. He had mercy on me when I was trapped in sin. All day long he holds out the message of life to me. He feeds me with his body, and heals my spiritual sores. On a daily basis I can remember that I was a slave to sin, and remember how Christ has redeemed me.

God give us his Word and His Holy Spirit, to that end!
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“purge the evil out from among you.”

How do I deal with divergent beliefs in my country, town or household? If I follow the typical American model, the crucial skill is one of compromise. According to this approach, I would listen intently to the divergent view, find the elements of truth in it, and work to meet halfway with them. I would need to be willing to change my own opinions so that we could agree, or at the least understand each other’s points of view, and “agree to disagree.”

But God’s model of dealing with divergent views in Israel is very different. We see God’s command in Deuteronomy 13:


If a prophet, or one who foretells by dreams, appears among you and announces to you a miraculous sign or wonder, and if the sign or wonder of which he has spoken takes place, and he says, "Let us follow other gods" (gods you have not known) "and let us worship them," you must not listen to the words of that prophet or dreamer. The LORD your God is testing you to find out whether you love him with all your heart and with all your soul. It is the LORD your God you must follow, and him you must revere. Keep his commands and obey him; serve him and hold fast to him. That prophet or dreamer must be put to death, because he preached rebellion against the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery; he has tried to turn you from the way the LORD your God commanded you to follow. You must purge the evil from among you.


Even killing a prophet who had done a miraculous sign would be easy compared to God’s next command:


If your very own brother, or your son or daughter, or the wife you love, or your closest friend secretly entices you, saying, "Let us go and worship other gods" (gods that neither you nor your fathers have known, gods of the peoples around you, whether near or far, from one end of the land to the other), do not yield to him or listen to him. Show him no pity. Do not spare him or shield him. You must certainly put him to death. Your hand must be the first in putting him to death, and then the hands of all the people. Stone him to death, because he tried to turn you away from the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.


To pick up a stone and kill your own family member for a sinful point of view seems an impossible request. How could God demand such a thing? But then we remember that this is just what God was willing to do. He sent His Son among us to live a spotless life and to die for sins he did not commit. And God’s hand did not seek to spare or shield his own son from this punishment. Isaiah foretold this merciless treatment of the Messiah in chapter 53:


Surely he took up our infirmities 
and carried our sorrows, 
yet we considered him stricken by God, 
smitten by him, and afflicted. 

But he was pierced for our transgressions, 
he was crushed for our iniquities; 
the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, 
and by his wounds we are healed. 

We all, like sheep, have gone astray, 
each of us has turned to his own way; 
and the LORD has laid on him 
the iniquity of us all. 


Isaiah reminds us that the relentless punishment that fell up the Messiah was because of our sins. In effect, he “took the rock” intended for us, and “by his wounds we are healed.”

Having seen the LORD relentlessly deal with sin in his own Son, we gain courage to be just that relentless when we see sin on this earth. We understand and recognize the danger of inactivity or compromise, and whenever we see sin, we seek to root it out and destroy it. 

And, of course, the most obvious place to see such sin is in ourselves. The war between good and evil goes on in our hearts, and in our lives, and in our souls. It is there that we face a ruthless enemy, who deserves no compassion or consideration. Our own sinful nature needs the treatment that God provides and demands.

Fortunately, God gives us the sword of the Spirit, His Word, with which to fight this battle. He sends his Spirit to intervene, encourage and forgive us. And he reminds us that, just as Christ defeated sin, death and hell, we too will one day stand victorious before the throne of God, and see the “Lamb who was slain” ruling over all things.

God grant us then, courage this day, to pick up the Word of God, and fight mercilessly, bravely, and persistently—against ourselves.
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“every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.”

One meal a week should be enough. But enough for what?

If all I am going to do is sit around all day, then one meal is certainly enough. However, if I am active and busy, then it is probably good that I get more than one meal a week. In fact, I might well want to eat every day, so that I have energy for all the work that needs to be done.

In the book of Deuteronomy, Moses goes over all of the events of the previous forty years with the people of Israel. In Deuteronomy 8, he reminds them that God had used the manna to teach them an important lesson:


Be careful to follow every command I am giving you today, so that you may live and increase and may enter and possess the land that the LORD promised on oath to your forefathers. Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands. He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna, which neither you nor your fathers had known, to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD. Your clothes did not wear out and your feet did not swell during these forty years. Know then in your heart that as a man disciplines his son, so the LORD your God disciplines you.


It was easy for the nation of Israel to see that the manna came from God, for it began in the desert, and it ended when the Israelites reached the Jordan River. It was not so obvious that the hunger that made the manna necessary was also from God. Its purpose was to humble the people, and to teach them to look to God for every good thing. Moses told the people that the LORD was disciplining them, “as a man disciplines his son.”

Jesus was disciplined in just such a way by his father. Before he began his ministry, he was led by the Spirit into the desert and fasted for 40 days. Matthew 4 tells the story:


Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread." 
Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.' " 


When disciplined, Jesus pointed back to this very section of Scripture, reminding himself and the devil that the only important thing was “every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Bread is good, but not as good as God’s Word.

It was important that Jesus be tempted and disciplined by his Father. He had to be tempted “just as we are, in every way,” and still be “without sin,” so that when he died on the cross, his death would forgive every sin. He had to be tested by His Father, and pass that test, so that he could die in our place. He had to become “nothing” so that he could win for us eternal life. Because Jesus was going to do the greatest task of all, he needed to be strengthened by the Word, tested beyond what seems reasonable, and yet do all things perfectly.

Hebrews 7 points out that such a Savior is just what we need:


Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. For the law appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who has been made perfect forever.


When God calls us to faith, he also provides times of testing, to discipline us as a loving Father disciplines his Son. He gives us trials and temptations, so that they may produce “a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” In such times, he gives us abundant help in His Word, which day after day comes from his mouth.

We cannot, and don’t have to save ourselves—that has been done for us in Jesus Christ. But we can and do have the opportunity to cling to God’s Word—his Gospel in Word and Sacrament—and to be taught that “man does not live on bread alone.” God grant us the wisdom to feast daily on the richness of “every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.”
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“The LORD hates us…”

How’s your hearing? Mine is apparently not so good. My wife insists that I need to have my hearing checked. She tells me that I don’t appear to hear things the way she said them. But I am sure she said that she would get directions for where we were going last night, or least I think I heard that. Perhaps it is not my ears that need checking, but my memory!

If this is true, then I certainly am in good company. Both the hearing of the Israelites and their memory were at fault in Deuteronomy 1. Moses reminded them of their first rebellion at the border of the Promised Land:


Then, as the LORD our God commanded us, we set out from Horeb and went toward the hill country of the Amorites through all that vast and dreadful desert that you have seen, and so we reached Kadesh Barnea. Then I said to you, "You have reached the hill country of the Amorites, which the LORD our God is giving us. See, the LORD your God has given you the land. Go up and take possession of it as the LORD, the God of your fathers, told you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged." 


The children of Israel had just left the land of slavery, Egypt, and seen the miraculous signs of God. They had traveled through the desert, eating the manna and stopping at the mountain of God to hear and see the LORD reveal himself in majesty. By day they followed the pillar of smoke; by night they saw the pillar of fire. Now the LORD was telling them to go and take a land that God was giving them freely, as a gift of his grace. But they seemed to have a problem hearing the LORD’s words:


But you were unwilling to go up; you rebelled against the command of the LORD your God. You grumbled in your tents and said, "The LORD hates us; so he brought us out of Egypt to deliver us into the hands of the Amorites to destroy us. Where can we go? Our brothers have made us lose heart. They say, 'The people are stronger and taller than we are; the cities are large, with walls up to the sky. We even saw the Anakites there.' " 


The root cause of the poor hearing of the Jews was revealed as a lack of trust. Not trusting what they had seen, heard, felt, or experienced, they came to the odd conclusion that God must hate them and want them dead. This led them to turn their backs on the wonderful blessing of God, and to have to wander for forty years in the desert of Sinai.

A cursory examination of the manifold blessings God has showered on us each day also helps us see that God has been very good to us. He has given us a land of freedom and peace. He has given us materials blessings too many to count, kept us safe from harm, and allowed us to have family and friends around us. He has given us churches to teach us God’s Word, pastors to encourage and warn us, and schools in which to teach our children to know the LORD. 

Yet, despite these tremendous blessings, there exists a grumbler inside of each of us. Often we forget the blessings of God, or complain that they aren’t quite good enough. We often wish to have what others have, and aren’t happy when we don’t receive what we want. We might even begin to feel that God hates us if life hands us trials or difficulties. Our sinful attitude is the same as that of the Israelites, hard of hearing and short on memory.

However, that God is not hard of hearing or short on memory. Rather, he hears everyone and knows and remembers all things, as he reminded the children of Israel in Exodus 34:


"The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation."


His justice would cause us great fear, had he not chosen to punish his Son, Jesus Christ, in our place. From eternity he remembered his promise to send an Savior to “crush the serpent’s head,” and when the time was right, he carried out his promise. He sent Jesus into the world to pay the price of hell for every trespass, and credited his sacrifice to mankind. The “compassionate and gracious God” then gave us the perfect life of Christ as a gift of love, and forgave us our wickedness.

Even today, when we forget the goodness of God, he does not forget us. Even today, when we doubt the love of God, he does not stop loving us. Even today, when we fail to listen to God’s Word intently, he still preaches and teaches it every day. He watches over us, blesses us, forgives us, loves us, and works all things out for good. His memory or hearing never fails, because he is our good and gracious God.
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“he lived.”

Prominent among the symbols in a hospital is a staff with one or two snakes coiled around it. This symbol, known as the staff of Aesculapius, represents the medical profession and harks back to the ancient Greek temples, where people would go to be cured of their ills. In ancient times, the legend said that Aesculapius became so advanced in his abilities that he could even bring the dead back to life. The Greek God Zeus became angry and killed him with a lightning bolt (from http://www.in-ta.net/info/aesculapius/)

This picture of a serpent coiled around a pole also appears in the book of Numbers, chapter 21:


They traveled from Mount Hor along the route to the Red Sea, to go around Edom. But the people grew impatient on the way; they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!" 

Then the LORD sent venomous snakes among them; they bit the people and many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, "We sinned when we spoke against the LORD and against you. Pray that the LORD will take the snakes away from us." So Moses prayed for the people. 

The LORD said to Moses, "Make a snake and put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live." So Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole. Then when anyone was bitten by a snake and looked at the bronze snake, he lived.


When the children of Israel spoke against the LORD, the LORD sent venomous snakes among them, and many of the people died. Among the Jews, there was no good cure for a snake bite, so to live among venomous snakes was to risk death. Little wonder that the people pleaded with Moses to ask God to take the snakes away.

But God did not take away the snakes. Rather, he gave the direction to Moses to make a bronze snake and place it up on a pole. Looking like the ancient Greek symbol, the bronze snake brought healing to anyone who sought out its help. Just to look at the snake was to live. 

Although the medical profession has changed today, and snakebite is a treatable condition, the core cause of all hardship and death has not changed. Sin, brought into the world by a serpent, continues to strike out and poison our relationships with God and man. Things continue to look bleak as we live among the snakes, and as we see the same “snakiness” in ourselves. We might even join with the Israelites in asking God to take it all away! But God did not do that.

Instead, he hurled his wrath down upon a world steeped in sin. He unleashed his righteous indignation, however, not upon us, but upon his only Son. When Jesus hung on the cross, he suffered once for all sins by “becoming sin for us.” He took on himself the poison of sin, and died eternally in our place. By his suffering, and death, we are healed.

Jesus testified to this purpose of his life and death in John 3:


“Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.”

"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” 


Because Jesus came into the world and died, we will live eternally. May we, when we feel to poison of sin in our lives, turn again and again to Jesus, and find the cure at the cross.
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“I am your share and your inheritance”

My wife and I have been hard at work planning to buy a house. It really is more involved than it appears. Space, location and condition all play into it. Various types of costs must be considered, from realtor’s fees to closing costs to mortgages to points. All in all, it is quite a bit of thinking. Yet I never doubted the value of that thinking, planning and learning, until this morning.

Imagine my surprise as I read the book of Numbers 18, and read that I may have no house on this earth! It says:


The LORD said to Aaron, "You will have no inheritance in their land, nor will you have any share among them; I am your share and your inheritance among the Israelites.”


A person might object that these words are not written for me, but I think I have proof that they are. The next paragraph perfectly describes where my salary, as a called worker in the church, comes from:


"I give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return for the work they do while serving at the Tent of Meeting. From now on the Israelites must not go near the Tent of Meeting, or they will bear the consequences of their sin and will die. It is the Levites who are to do the work at the Tent of Meeting and bear the responsibility for offenses against it. This is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come. They will receive no inheritance among the Israelites. Instead, I give to the Levites as their inheritance the tithes that the Israelites present as an offering to the LORD. That is why I said concerning them: 'They will have no inheritance among the Israelites.' "


Furthermore, I know that this applies to me because God reminds me of my status before God in I Peter 2:


"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. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy."


Like the nation of Israel, God has called me out of slavery to sin, and made me his own. He did this when I was baptized, and he has continued to give me his mercy on a daily basis. That mercy points to the cross of Jesus and tells me that every important thing has been done for me. That mercy informs me that I am loved by God and have an eternal home waiting for me when I die. That mercy is the great gift of God.

Since God gave me the great gift of mercy as a free gift, I have all I need. I don’t need an earthly inheritance—I have a heavenly one. He may, in his mercy and grace, give me other gifts as he sees fit, but such things aren’t necessary, for God is my share and my inheritance.
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“toward the sunrise…”

I distinctly remember one day when I sat and watched the sun rise. I was in high school, and I had taken a few days off to go traipsing down back country roads in rural Wisconsin. On this particular day, I had hiked most of the night, and I sat down at a road intersection and had a huge breakfast—coffee, bread, cocoa, oatmeal, an apple, and more. As I spent the two or three hours eating, I watched the sky brighten from shades of black to grey, and saw the clouds light up as the sun rose. Finally, the sun peaked over the horizon, and it was day.

When one reads about the arrangement of the camp of Israel during their first journey to the Promised Land, one might wonder if God was using the sun to prove a point. Numbers 2 tells us:


The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: "The Israelites are to camp around the Tent of Meeting some distance from it, each man under his standard with the banners of his family." 
On the east, toward the sunrise, the divisions of the camp of Judah are to encamp under their standard. The leader of the people of Judah is Nahshon son of Amminadab. His division numbers 74,600. 

Closer to the center of the camp, where the tabernacle was placed, were Moses and Aaron. Numbers 3 tells us:


Moses and Aaron and his sons were to camp to the east of the tabernacle, toward the sunrise, in front of the Tent of Meeting. They were responsible for the care of the sanctuary on behalf of the Israelites. Anyone else who approached the sanctuary was to be put to death.


I have this mental picture of the sun sneaking up on the people of Israel, rising in the east. First the rays would shine through the tribe of Judah, then through Moses and Aaron, and finally into the sanctuary of the tabernacle. All of the Jews in the camp could sit and watch the sun rise and shine in this manner.

For the children of Israel, the entire trip eastward to Israel could well have been a reminder of the promise of the Savior. This Savior was to come from the tribe of Judah, and was to be the fulfillment of the laws revealed through Moses. He was to come to break down the barrier of sin that separated God from man. He was to be the sun that shines in our hearts. Micah 4 prophesied:


"Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire," says the LORD Almighty. "Not a root or a branch will be left to them. But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall. Then you will trample down the wicked; they will be ashes under the soles of your feet on the day when I do these things," says the LORD Almighty. 


God kept his promise to send a Savior, who was the “light of the world.” His preaching of the Law was like a fire that burned the disobedient, but his life and works brought peace and joy to his children. When he died on the cross, he tore the curtain of sin that separated God and man. When he rose, he lit a fire that shines across the generations into the hearts of men. He is the “sun of righteousness.”

If you are like me, you probably don’t take too many days to sit and watch the sun rise. God grant, however, that every day we take time to point our thoughts and faith toward Jesus Christ, the light of the world.

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 1-18-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinitylutheranaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.

“I will remember the land…”

Among the laws given by the LORD in the book of Leviticus was a process for resting the land every seven years. Leviticus 25 points out the Sabbath for the land:


The LORD said to Moses on Mount Sinai, "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'When you enter the land I am going to give you, the land itself must observe a sabbath to the LORD. For six years sow your fields, and for six years prune your vineyards and gather their crops. But in the seventh year the land is to have a sabbath of rest, a sabbath to the LORD. Do not sow your fields or prune your vineyards. Do not reap what grows of itself or harvest the grapes of your untended vines. The land is to have a year of rest. Whatever the land yields during the sabbath year will be food for you—for yourself, your manservant and maidservant, and the hired worker and temporary resident who live among you, as well as for your livestock and the wild animals in your land. Whatever the land produces may be eaten.


God also attached a dire warning to them, if they should fail to obey his commands. Leviticus 26 tells us:


" 'But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my covenant, then I will do this to you: I will bring upon you sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever that will destroy your sight and drain away your life. You will plant seed in vain, because your enemies will eat it. I will set my face against you so that you will be defeated by your enemies; those who hate you will rule over you, and you will flee even when no one is pursuing you. 

" 'If after all this you will not listen to me, I will punish you for your sins seven times over. I will break down your stubborn pride and make the sky above you like iron and the ground beneath you like bronze. Your strength will be spent in vain, because your soil will not yield its crops, nor will the trees of the land yield their fruit."


History tells us that this is exactly what happened. The children of Israel ignored many of God’s good commands, and began to engage in idolatry. They turned away from God, and from his righteous decrees. God warned them and chastised them, and finally he removed them from the good land he had given them.

We, too, have a strong warning in these words. For although God does not command us to give the land a “rest” every seven years, he does tell us to “love the LORD” above all things, including possessions. Anything that we love more than God will lead us away from him, and will finally be destroyed. That includes money, land, houses, work, 401k’s, stocks, and many, many other things. 

Along with these dire warnings, God tells in Leviticus 26 a path of remembrance:


" 'But if they will confess their sins and the sins of their fathers—their treachery against me and their hostility toward me, which made me hostile toward them so that I sent them into the land of their enemies—then when their uncircumcised hearts are humbled and they pay for their sin, I will remember my covenant with Jacob and my covenant with Isaac and my covenant with Abraham, and I will remember the land.


As the children of Israel sat in exile in a foreign land, they would be encouraged to see their sins of greed and hostility to God, and to confess their sins. Then, God said, he would remember his covenant and the land.

That covenant was the promise to send a Savior to take away the sins of the world. That covenant was established before creation, and revealed to Adam as he was sent out of the Garden of Eden to work the land. The covenant was fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ, who was both God and man. As God, he owned all things; but as a man, he walked around destitute and humble. And as the one chosen to fulfill the promise, he suffered hell for us on the cross, and gave up his life for our lives.

After his death, Jesus ascended into heaven to prepare a place for us, free of sin and worry. Romans 8 tells us that the entire creation waits for Jesus to return, to free it from the bondage to sin.


We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.


The entire Sabbath law of giving the land rest pointed ahead to this “redemption of our bodies.” Today, our worship on the “Sabbath Day” points ahead as well. When we give up our time and money to God, we testify to “our sins and the sins of our fathers,” and we stake our trust in the hope which ‘we do not yet have.” One day soon, Jesus will return to free us, and the land, from the bondage to sin and death and hell. Some day soon, Jesus will “remember the land.”
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“I am the LORD, who makes you holy.”

As the children of Israel stood before the mountain of the LORD, Mt. Sinai, they saw the clouds, felt the earth shake, and heard a voice thunder, saying, “I am the LORD.” By this, they understood that the one speaking was the mighty God of Israel, the one who made and keeps his covenant.

In Leviticus 18, the children of Israel werre again reminded of the majesty and power of the LORD. This time the thundering came from the Book of the Law:


The LORD said to Moses, "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'I am the LORD your God. You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices. You must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees. I am the LORD your God. Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who obeys them will live by them. I am the LORD.


After this beginning, the LORD went on to list laws concerning every aspect of the life of his people—dealing with issues as diverse as sexual relations, crops, worship of idols, hiring servants, social justice, eating, haircuts, treatment of foreigners and the elderly, and much, much more. Seemingly every part of the life of the people of Israel was a concern of the God of Israel. One might be tempted to ask why God was so concerned about every detail.

As if to answer that question, the LORD repeated the phrase “I am the LORD.” Twenty-three times in Leviticus 18-20, the LORD points out that we must be holy because He is holy. Twenty-three times he reaffirms his right to make demands of his people, and to expect perfection. Twenty-three times he tells his people that no sin or failure will be tolerated or allowed.

Instead of the thunder of Mt. Sinai, these chapters have the feel of a mighty wave, which wears us down bit by bit with its incessant pounding. At first, we might be tempted to try to ignore or avoid his righteous decrees; but he is the LORD—he is everywhere! Later, we might try to reason with him, looking for ways to ease this awful burden; but he is still the LORD, and he does not change. Finally, we might feel that if we just give up trying the pressure will end; but still those demands beat on us and push us to understand that “He is the LORD.”

For you see, like the children of Israel, we too have within us a heart of stone, that needs such treatment. We need to have the Law of God wear away at us, past our avoidance, our rationalization, and our despair—to the point of contrition. For at that point we hear the LORD tell us that he is the one who makes us holy. The last time of the twenty-three, in Leviticus 20, we hear:


I am the LORD, who makes you holy.


Ephesians 1 tells us how God does this for us:


Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ.


When Jesus Christ was born and lived a sinless man, it was to make us holy. When he suffered and died on the cross, it was to make us holy. When he ascended, and sent his Holy Spirit, the Comforter, it was to make us holy.

Praise be to our LORD, who makes us holy!
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“Outside the camp…”

Nobody likes to be left out. This is especially true when a crime forces a person out of the mainstream of society. To be outside is to be abandoned and ostracized, and it is never comfortable.

As the children of Israel moved through the desert, they camped together for protection, and to be close to the presence of the LORD. But in certain circumstances, such as ceremonial uncleanness, contact with blood, or intentional sin, a person might be sent outside the camp. For certain sins they would even be stoned and buried outside the camp. In other situations, they would stay there a week, and be allowed back in. 

One example of being “outside the camp” is mentioned in Leviticus 4:


" 'If the whole Israelite community sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD's commands, even though the community is unaware of the matter, they are guilty. When they become aware of the sin they committed, the assembly must bring a young bull as a sin offering and present it before the Tent of Meeting. The elders of the community are to lay their hands on the bull's head before the LORD, and the bull shall be slaughtered before the LORD. Then the anointed priest is to take some of the bull's blood into the Tent of Meeting. He shall dip his finger into the blood and sprinkle it before the LORD seven times in front of the curtain. He is to put some of the blood on the horns of the altar that is before the LORD in the Tent of Meeting. The rest of the blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. He shall remove all the fat from it and burn it on the altar, and do with this bull just as he did with the bull for the sin offering. In this way the priest will make atonement for them, and they will be forgiven. Then he shall take the bull outside the camp and burn it as he burned the first bull. This is the sin offering for the community.


When the Israelite community sinned unintentionally, the LORD provided a way to atone for the sin—by sending a sacrifice in their place. The animal—a young bull—was to be killed and taken outside of the camp, and burned on a wood fire. This sacrifice would then cover over the sin of the people, and they would be forgiven.

But this forgiveness was not because of the sacrifice. If the people thought about it for a moment, they would realize that, being sinners, they were “sinning unintentionally” all the time. They would understand that the blood of bulls would never be enough to “cover over” their great number of sins. It was they who should be sent out of the camp to die.

Rather, the sacrifice of the bull pointed forward to the perfect sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Hebrews 13 tells us:


The high priest carries the blood of animals into the Most Holy Place as a sin offering, but the bodies are burned outside the camp. And so Jesus also suffered outside the city gate to make the people holy through his own blood. Let us, then, go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore. 


When Jesus went outside the city of Jerusalem, he was carrying a cross. He had been whipped and beaten and mocked. He was being led to the hill of Calvary to die. He was truly alone.

But that loneliness was nothing compared to the loneliness he endured on the cross. There, alone, he suffered once for all for the sins of the entire world. He took the full wrath of God upon himself, crying out that he was forsaken by God. And finally, when it was finished, he gave up his life in victory.

Because Christ went “outside the camp,” our sins are covered over, and our sins are forgiven. God grant that we always seek to see him, and join him, outside the camp!
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“As the LORD commanded…”

I have heard it at least a dozen times:

“I decided to read my Bible more, so I started in Genesis. That was great! But then I got to Exodus, and Leviticus, and it just got really hard...”

Reading the Word of God is good for the soul. But why would God put in long descriptions of the details of the building of the tabernacle? Why not just simply say to the children of Israel, “Build a tabernacle,” and leave it at that?

We can get one answer for this in the last chapter of Exodus, Exodus 40:


Then the LORD said to Moses: "Set up the tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting, on the first day of the first month. Place the ark of the Testimony in it and shield the ark with the curtain. Bring in the table and set out what belongs on it. Then bring in the lampstand and set up its lamps. Place the gold altar of incense in front of the ark of the Testimony and put the curtain at the entrance to the tabernacle. 

"Place the altar of burnt offering in front of the entrance to the tabernacle, the Tent of Meeting; place the basin between the Tent of Meeting and the altar and put water in it. Set up the courtyard around it and put the curtain at the entrance to the courtyard. 

"Take the anointing oil and anoint the tabernacle and everything in it; consecrate it and all its furnishings, and it will be holy. Then anoint the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils; consecrate the altar, and it will be most holy. Anoint the basin and its stand and consecrate them. 

"Bring Aaron and his sons to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting and wash them with water. Then dress Aaron in the sacred garments, anoint him and consecrate him so he may serve me as priest. Bring his sons and dress them in tunics. Anoint them just as you anointed their father, so they may serve me as priests. Their anointing will be to a priesthood that will continue for all generations to come." Moses did everything just as the LORD commanded him. 


The short answer is that God commanded it, and God chose to write about it. In a sense, the same question was asked at Mt. Sinai: “Why not just write Ten Commandments and leave it at that?” But no sooner was that question asked than it was answered—the children of Israel sinned and turned away from God. They could not keep even the simplest commandment, and they proved it right away.

So God in His mercy came up with a plan to come to the people—a plan that had been established from before time and creation. His plan was to become a man, and to live a flawless life on earth. His plan was to be crucified for no crime of his own, and to suffer the agony of hell for all mankind. His plan was to die a criminal’s death, be buried with the rich, and to rise again to show mastery over death and to assure us of our resurrection. His plan was to be with us.

To show that this plan was in place and moving, he gave exact descriptions of the tabernacle. Moses and the people expressed their faith in this plan by following those descriptions “as the LORD commanded.” The result is told to us in the last verses of Exodus 40:


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. 

Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. 

In all the travels of the Israelites, whenever the cloud lifted from above the tabernacle, they would set out; but if the cloud did not lift, they did not set out—until the day it lifted. 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 was with the people of Israel as they sought to follow his commands, in thanks to Him for his wonderful plan of salvation. God is also with us as we read, study, and take to heart his Word, in thanks to Him for the fulfilled plan of salvation in Jesus Christ. May we always seek to do this, “as the LORD commanded!”
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“Tablets of stone”

Periodically one hears the debate rage over displaying two tablets showing the Ten Commandments in public schools. One side of the argument invokes the separation of church and state, and the other talks of the need for stricter morality. So who is right?

In order to understand the debate correctly, it helps to go back to the original story, in Exodus 32:


Moses turned and went down the mountain with the two tablets of the Testimony in his hands. They were inscribed on both sides, front and back. The tablets were the work of God; the writing was the writing of God, engraved on the tablets. 

When Joshua heard the noise of the people shouting, he said to Moses, "There is the sound of war in the camp." 

Moses replied: 
"It is not the sound of victory, 
it is not the sound of defeat; 
it is the sound of singing that I hear." 

When Moses approached the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, his anger burned and he threw the tablets out of his hands, breaking them to pieces at the foot of the mountain. 


When Moses was on the mountain, God wrote the tablets of stone, inscribed with the commands of God. But even while God wrote, the people of Israel broke those laws. So Moses, in breaking the tablets, was simply demonstrating to the people what they had already done.

Lest we rush to judgment, it should also be noted that this is what we do on a daily basis. Just the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods,” reminds us that God is to be “above all things.” And who can ever say that they have not looked to other things besides God for help, assurance or comfort? Indeed, the closer we look at the commandments, the more uncomfortable we become, for we see in them a picture of our own sins.

But these tablets are not the only ones written. 2 Corinthians 3 reminds us of other tablets written:


You show that you are a letter from Christ, the result of our ministry, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts. 

Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God. He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.


When Jesus Christ went to the cross, he took on himself all of the sins of the world. He suffered hell as a punishment for every time we took an idol in the place of God. His absolute willingness to put God’s plan of salvation “above all things” meant that his sacrifice was acceptable to God, and that the debt is paid. And his perfect life is given to us, written on our hearts by the Spirit of God.

The problem with the “letters” of the tablet of stone is that they “kill”—they show our sins and lead us to despair. Thus putting the Ten Commandments up on the wall serves to point out sin and condemn it. Although this has some value in making us aware of sin, it cannot save. Only the saving work of Jesus, written on our hearts, can free us from this death and give us eternal life now and in heaven.

Praise be to God for this new covenant that gives us life!
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“But my ears you have pierced…”

Among the first laws given by God on Mount Sinai was one that established how Hebrew servants were to be treated. In Exodus 21 God told his people:


"If you buy a Hebrew servant, he is to serve you for six years. But in the seventh year, he shall go free, without paying anything. If he comes alone, he is to go free alone; but if he has a wife when he comes, she is to go with him. If his master gives him a wife and she bears him sons or daughters, the woman and her children shall belong to her master, and only the man shall go free. 

"But if the servant declares, 'I love my master and my wife and children and do not want to go free,' then his master must take him before the judges. He shall take him to the door or the doorpost and pierce his ear with an awl. Then he will be his servant for life. 


Although this marking might seem strange, it would serve a good purpose: to point out one who had chosen servitude over freedom. This reminder would be valuable for everyone—the master, to remind him of the service willingly given; the servant, to encourage him to keep his promise; and to the wife and children, to demonstrate the commitment to them, even over freedom.

It would have to be a tremendous love that would move a servant to give himself willingly to another for life. And despite the difficulty, once that choice was made, it was for life. There was no going back.

The book of Psalms points back to the civil law in Psalm 40, telling us what God wants:


Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, 
but my ears you have pierced; 
burnt offerings and sin offerings 
you did not require. 


Our God is the good master who wants us. He does not want our gifts or sacrifices, but rather wants us to willingly give ourselves up for a lifetime of service to him. He wants to pierce our ears.

But that piercing is not within our ability to give, for all of us by nature are sinful wanderers. Romans 3 reminds us that there is “no one who seeks God. All have turned away; they have together become worthless.” By ourselves, we would always seek the “freedom” of sin over service to God.

And so God willingly came into this world in the form of a man, “being made in the likeness of a servant,” and became “obedient unto death.” He became the final sacrifice of love, once for all, when he bled and died on the cross. He chose the servitude of hell and death over an eternity of glory in heaven, to demonstrate the love of God to us. He was pierced by nails and spear in our place. His death brought us life.

When we hear and believe this truth of Christ’s sacrifice, it pierces our hearts with faith, and makes us willing servants of the Lamb. This message of the Gospel encourages us to remember the love of the Master every day. And the Holy Spirit shows us that there is no going back, for “Christ’s love compels us.”

And so, with thankful hearts may we daily join David in saying, “You have pierced my ears!”
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“It is the bread the LORD has given you to eat.”

The logistics of feeding millions of homeless people would be staggering. An entire nation was mobilized when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans, and yet, it soon became evident that even these efforts were not enough. Now that New Orleans is beginning to be rebuilt, the food and water have been replaced by other types of aid. But imagine if these people had to be fed for forty years, while they wandered in a desert! What possible solution could be found to feed this many hungry people?

For the people of Israel wandering in the desert, hungry and homeless, God’s solution was manna, a bread which is described in Exodus 16:


The LORD said to Moses, "I have heard the grumbling of the Israelites. Tell them, 'At twilight you will eat meat, and in the morning you will be filled with bread. Then you will know that I am the LORD your God.' " 

That evening quail came and covered the camp, and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. When the dew was gone, thin flakes like frost on the ground appeared on the desert floor. When the Israelites saw it, they said to each other, "What is it?" For they did not know what it was. 

Moses said to them, "It is the bread the LORD has given you to eat. This is what the LORD has commanded: 'Each one is to gather as much as he needs. Take an omer for each person you have in your tent.' " 

The Israelites did as they were told; some gathered much, some little. And when they measured it by the omer, he who gathered much did not have too much, and he who gathered little did not have too little. Each one gathered as much as he needed.


What an incredible miracle this was—a food which fell from heaven without any effort or production by the people—a food which provided just what they needed in the quantity they needed—a food which came daily as a reminder of the goodness of their God.

As great a miracle as this was, Jesus testified to a greater miracle in John 6:


So they asked him, "What miraculous sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? Our forefathers ate the manna in the desert; as it is written: 'He gave them bread from heaven to eat.' " 

Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." 

"Sir," they said, "from now on give us this bread." 

Then Jesus declared, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father's will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day." 


Like manna, Jesus came down from heaven to give life. Like manna, Jesus was a miracle of God’s grace, the ultimate expression of the love of God. Like manna, this was a gift that was given day after day, to fill the ongoing need of the people. This need is not for physical food that perishes, but with spiritual food that provides eternal life to all who believe in Jesus. He is truly the “bread of life from heaven!”

God grant that each day we “gather as much as we need” of this living bread from heaven!
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“Make bricks!”

“Have that assignment in to me by Friday midnight. Late papers will receive an F.”

“Payment is due immediately.”

“Get that report on my desk before you leave for the day.”

“Do not pass GO. Do not collect $200.”

Our lives are filled with expectations. Some of them are self-inflicted, some come as a consequence of living in the world, and some are just pure “extras.” But all of them place demands upon us, and force us to act (or react.) Added together, they can create a stress that is difficult. If we do not have the time, means or ability to deal with them, they can become debilitating or even deadly.

One example of unrealistic expectation occurs in Exodus 5. The children of Israel had lived in slavery for hundreds of years, and Moses came to free them by God’s command. But Pharoah’s reaction was simply to increase the expectation:


But the king of Egypt said, "Moses and Aaron, why are you taking the people away from their labor? Get back to your work!" Then Pharaoh said, "Look, the people of the land are now numerous, and you are stopping them from working." 

That same day Pharaoh gave this order to the slave drivers and foremen in charge of the people: "You are no longer to supply the people with straw for making bricks; let them go and gather their own straw. But require them to make the same number of bricks as before; don't reduce the quota. They are lazy; that is why they are crying out, 'Let us go and sacrifice to our God.' Make the work harder for the men so that they keep working and pay no attention to lies." 

Then the slave drivers and the foremen went out and said to the people, "This is what Pharaoh says: 'I will not give you any more straw. Go and get your own straw wherever you can find it, but your work will not be reduced at all.' " So the people scattered all over Egypt to gather stubble to use for straw. The slave drivers kept pressing them, saying, "Complete the work required of you for each day, just as when you had straw." The Israelite foremen appointed by Pharaoh's slave drivers were beaten and were asked, "Why didn't you meet your quota of bricks yesterday or today, as before?" 

Then the Israelite foremen went and appealed to Pharaoh: "Why have you treated your servants this way? Your servants are given no straw, yet we are told, 'Make bricks!' Your servants are being beaten, but the fault is with your own people." 

Pharaoh said, "Lazy, that's what you are—lazy! That is why you keep saying, 'Let us go and sacrifice to the LORD.' Now get to work. You will not be given any straw, yet you must produce your full quota of bricks." 


It might be easy to consign Pharaoh to the realms of unrealistic bosses/teachers, but a little thought will help us understand that his reaction is not that uncommon. Even I might have been a bit “Pharaonic” in my attitude towards certain goals, especially spiritual goals. This might occur when I look for changes in my own life and attitude by sheer human effort or force of will. I might think that I can do away with bad habits, or be nicer or more loving, simply by trying harder. I might assume that it lies within me to produce more or better “bricks” by efficient living.

But if this “brick-making” is done without the “straw” of the Gospel, it will simply fall to pieces. And sweep as I may within me, I will never find the love of God just lying around. It does not exist because of or in league with my sinful nature. It has to come from outside of me.

It comes from the cross of Christ, where the almighty God of creation laid down his perfect life as a final expression of love. It comes from the message of that death, as it is revealed in the Word and Sacraments. It comes to me by the working of the Holy Spirit through those means of grace.

Although this sinful world never sees it, time spent in the Word of God is not wasted, nor is it just being “lazy.” In it a Christian is provided with the “one thing needful.” In it we find “the Way, the Truth, and the Life.” In it we see Jesus, our Savior from sin.

God grant that we never try to “make bricks without straw.”
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“God will surely come to your aid…”

Why would anyone willingly go into slavery? That question gnaws at the edges of the book of Genesis. The nation of Israel went into Egypt, seventy in all, and eventually became slaves of Pharaoh there.

It was not ignorance that caused this willingness to move, for God had told their forefather Abraham the coming events in Genesis 15:


As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep sleep, and a thick and dreadful darkness came over him. Then the LORD said to him, "Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions. You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age. In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure." 


Nor was it rash courage that was tinged with despair, for Jacob was told by God not to be afraid in Genesis 46:


So Israel set out with all that was his, and when he reached Beersheba, he offered sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac. 
And God spoke to Israel in a vision at night and said, "Jacob! Jacob!" 
"Here I am," he replied. 
"I am God, the God of your father," he said. "Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there. I will go down to Egypt with you, and I will surely bring you back again. And Joseph's own hand will close your eyes." 


Finally, it was not wishful thinking, for even Joseph recognized the danger of being in Egypt, in Genesis 50:


Then Joseph said to his brothers, "I am about to die. But God will surely come to your aid and take you up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob." And Joseph made the sons of Israel swear an oath and said, "God will surely come to your aid, and then you must carry my bones up from this place." 


The essential element in the firm hope of the people of Israel was not found within them at all—-rather, it was found in the nature and promises of God. They knew that God had promised to send a Savior from sin, and that he had the power and will to fulfill that promise. They were not looking at this world’s circumstances, but towards a heavenly goal. Hebrews 11, the great faith chapter, points out this saving faith in the coming Savior:


All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth. People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. Instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them. 


We, too, live in a world filled with slavery to sin. We, too, might be tempted to wonder, doubt or fear whether God has power to rescue us from this life of slavery to sin. We, too, might long at times for that heavenly country to come soon. In difficult times, it is good for us to remember that the same Savior has won the victory for us, the same God keeps his promises, and the same heaven awaits us in the end. Then, renewed and confident in the promises of God, we can willingly and eagerly face the slavery of this world with confident hope.
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“let your servant remain here”

Their crime had festered in the deep recesses of their minds. Now, after years, it was coming to a head. The sons of Israel seemed to have everything unravel before their eyes.

Although they were wealthy, they lived at a time of famine. They had traveled to Egypt to get food, little realizing that the person controlling the food was none other than their own brother, Joseph, whom they had sold into slavery and written off. 

The fact that this sin had never been dealt with is pointed out by their reactions when they were falsely accused of being spies, as recorded in Genesis 42:


They said to one another, "Surely we are being punished because of our brother. We saw how distressed he was when he pleaded with us for his life, but we would not listen; that's why this distress has come upon us." 

Reuben replied, "Didn't I tell you not to sin against the boy? But you wouldn't listen! Now we must give an accounting for his blood." 


Reuben said what the others likely felt—that God was calling them to account for their sin. Later, when their youngest brother Benjamin is set apart for punishment, Judah’s sorrow over sin moved him to action, told in Genesis 44:


"So now, if the boy is not with us when I go back to your servant my father and if my father, whose life is closely bound up with the boy's life, sees that the boy isn't there, he will die. Your servants will bring the gray head of our father down to the grave in sorrow. Your servant guaranteed the boy's safety to my father. I said, 'If I do not bring him back to you, I will bear the blame before you, my father, all my life!' 

"Now then, please let your servant remain here as my lord's slave in place of the boy, and let the boy return with his brothers. 


In proposing the exchange of his life for his brother's, Judah was a foreshadowing of the greater sacrifice of his greater Son. Like Judah, Christ came to present himself as a ransom for sinners. Unlike Judah, he was not a sinner himself. Rather, he was the “spotless lamb of God” who takes away all sin in the world.

Jesus came not to “pay back” a world of sinners, but to purchase forgiveness with his blood, and to give that as a free gift to all mankind. He comes not to punish sin, but to bear the punishment of the cross for us. He comes to free us from guilt of past, present and future sins, by becoming sin for us.

God grant that when we feel pangs of remorse and sorrow over old or new sins, we turn to the one who remained as “the lord’s slave” in place of us!
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“but on God’s mercy.”

The story of Isaac’s two sons, Jacob and Esau, is a story of contrasts. Both of them were born at the same time, by the same mother. Both of them heard the promises of the Savior from their father Isaac. Both of them lived as aliens and foreigners in the land of Canaan.

Yet God chose only Jacob to receive the blessing of the Savior. He appeared to their mother, Rebekah, and told her that the older, Esau, would serve the younger, Jacob.

Why did this happen? Romans 9 points out the “reason” for God’s choice:

It is not as though God's word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On the contrary, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned." In other words, it is not the natural children who are God's children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring. For this was how the promise was stated: "At the appointed time I will return, and Sarah will have a son."


Not only that, but Rebekah's children had one and the same father, our father Isaac. Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in order that God's purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls—she was told, "The older will serve the younger."Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated." 
What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! For he says to Moses, 
"I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, 
and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion." It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.

Esau’s reaction to this mercy was to harden himself—to sell his birthright to his brother, to take wives who angered his parents, and finally to propose to kill his brother after his father died. Esau might have consoled himself with the thought that he was just “getting what was his”—but in reality, his sin was bringing on himself a judgment far worse than losing a birthright. He was bringing on himself eternal condemnation.

We, too, might feel at times that the entire world, and even God, is arrayed against us. We might feel that we need to stand up for ourselves, and even take questionable actions to “get what is ours.” We might even be tempted to turn away from God and find our own way in life. 

At times like these it is good to look again at the cross of Christ, and see him suffer and bleed and endure hell for our sins. It is good to examine his hands, his feet, and his side, and see his wounds by which we are healed. It is good to see him say “It is finished!” as he suffers hell once for all for the sins of the world. At Calvary, we see what is truly ours—it is death and condemnation. We see the eternal Son of God taking what is ours, and giving us what is his—forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and a new spirit of love and humility. And this exchange is free, without any cost, because of the love of the Savior.

Esau didn’t seem to see it. At times we might lose sight of it as well. But thanks be to God that he comes to us, and reminds us of the mercy of God, found in Christ Jesus.
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“It was very good.”

A brand new year! 

New resolutions! New goals and hopes! New chances!

But along with it come new difficulties and new trials. Some goals will not be met, and some hopes will be dashed. At the very least, each of us is another year older, and that much closer to death.

So how should I feel about a new year?

It is interesting to read the account of the creation of the world, and to see that this mixed feeling was never intended by God. Rather, when he created the world, he did it with a single purpose—as a place of perfect enjoyment for himself and mankind, his creation. We are reminded of his goodness in Genesis 1:

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground." 
So God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them. 
God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground." 
Then God said, "I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food." And it was so. 
God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.

The world, as it was originally created by God, was a paradise both inside and out. On the outside, it was a harmonious intermingling of man, as ruler, and the plants and animals. On the inside, man was at peace with himself, and with God. It was indeed “very good.”

The Bible goes on to record the fall into sin of man—how man broke the relationship with God, and thus destroyed his inner peace and outer harmony. Since that day, mankind has been at war with nature, God, and other men. It is no longer “very good.”

Since I am a descendant of this sinful man, therefore, it should not surprise me that I in conflict, both within and without. The entire Bible testifies to the troubles, difficulty, and death that sin worked in men before and still works in me today.

But the love of God does surprise me. Rather than tossing out this flawed world, and starting over, God chose to become a man, “taking the very nature of a servant.” In this form he “humbled himself, and became obedient unto death—even death on a cross!” He came to be the perfection that Adam failed to be, and then to give that perfection to each human being as a free gift. The creator of the world came to restore a harmonious relationship between man and God, and by his sacrifice to bring us peace.

The entire Bible testifies to this incredible act of love. Revelation 21 tells us:


Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away." 
He who was seated on the throne said, "I am making everything new!" 

Praise be to God, who is making everything new in Christ Jesus!
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