Liturgy

Reading : Gen. 17, 9 – 14 + Ex. 4, 18 – 29 

Text        : Ex. 4, 24 – 26 
Ps.      65 : 1,3

Ps.      65 : 2
Hy.     45 : 1,3 (after baptism)
Hy.     46 : 1  
Ps.    119 : 28 (after PoF)
Ps.       25 : 2,6,10 (collection and closing song)
Hy.     54 : 1,3,5 (after handing out book)
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
This morning, one of the little ones of God’s flock here in Southern River could receive the sign and seal of God’s covenant.  As we confess it in LD 27 HC, by baptism they were grafted into the Christian church. Later on in this worship service, we may witness the profession of faith of a young member of this congregation, Sr. Natalie Jarian. Professing her faith, she is responding to that sign and seal she too once received, when she was young. In these two events of this morning, beloved, we see reflected the two sides of God’s covenant: promise and obligation.
God was there at the very beginning of our life. He created us, when we were conceived in the womb of our mother. He established a covenant with us, of which baptism is the sign and seal. Indeed, also this little one, baptized this morning, are fully covenant children, since – as we confess it in Art. 34 BC – Christ shed His blood to wash the children of believers, just as much as He shed it for the adults. When God established His covenant with Abraham, He commanded him to circumcise all males, who belonged to His household, old and young. We also read in Gen. 17 that God took this command very serious, vs. 14 of this chapter, “...” This explains God’s anger with Moses, about which we read in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon. By having his second son not circumcised – most likely to keep the peace within the family – Moses had defied this explicit command of God.

Baptism, Br. & Sr., can be described as a sign and seal that God is there right from the start of our life. As I read it somewhere, a better start of our life we could never get, since it guarantees that the Triune God with His love will care for us each day. Beloved, what a rich promises this is? Whenever we doubt of it, we only have to think of our baptism. Yet, as I mentioned it before there are two sides to God’s covenant: promise and obligation. Hence, the day also comes that God wants us to respond to our baptism, committing our life to Him, as a living member of Christ’s church. I like to note that this response is no merit from our side. Instead, it is fruit of God’s powerful grace working within us, when on the day of our profession of faith we say “I do!”

So, here are the two aspects. God says to us, I will be there for you always. You can rely on My promises. You never have to doubt them. Just think of your baptism. However, I also want you to live from the riches of your baptism in a new obedience, out of thankfulness for what I have given you in Jesus Christ, the Redeemer of your life; whereby the LORD also says, “If you refuse to do this, you will find Me against you.” Well, beloved, this is exactly the message of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon.
God had stood also at the very beginning of Moses’ life. Being circumcised on the eighth day, Moses bore the sign of God’s love for him in his own body. In response to this love of God, Moses, when he became of age, had refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, as we read it in Heb. 11. Also with respect to Moses, we must say this choice was fruit of God’s grace in his life.

Next, Moses is called to be a tool in God’s hand to set Israel free from bondage. Israel – called by God in Ex. 4, 22: My son, My firstborn. Yet the point now is, how Moses could be a useful tool in God’s hand, asking the Pharaoh of Egypt to obey God’s command, whilst in his own life there was disobedience to God’s command. The same applies to us, beloved. For, how can we witness Christ, when in our own life this witness is missing? That’s the lesson we may learn from this morning’s text. 

Concluding our series on the beginning chapters of the book Exodus, this morning, focussing on Ch. 4, 24 – 26, I minis​ter the Word of God to you under the following heading,
TO FREE ISRAEL FROM BONDAGE
FIRST MOSES HAD TO BE FREED FROM HIS OWN BONDAGE
1) This  bondage was there because of covenant defiance
2) To be freed from it, God calls for covenant obedience
I
In the continuation of Ex. 4, we read, after God had appeared to him at the burning bush Moses returned to his father-in-law, asking him, vs. 18, “...” With respect to what Moses said to Jethro, we don’t read anything about Moses speaking with his father-in-law also about the task to which the LORD had called him. Most likely Jethro wouldn’t have understood this anyway.  After Jethro gives Moses his well wishes, we read in vs. 20 a, “...”

In Egypt, a heavy task laid ahead of Moses. Yet by now, Moses knew I don’t have to do this in own strength. God goes with me. He is near. The sign of this was the staff in his hand, the rod of God, vs. 20b. Pharaoh might be against Moses, but God is with Moses. God, being the faithful God of the covenant would be at Moses’ side. Thus, Moses went to Egypt in the strength of the LORD, where the LORD did not want him to negotiate Israel’s release from bondage. Moses had simply to proclaim to Pharaoh, vs. 22 + 23, “...”
However, whilst as family they are travelling towards Egypt, something strange happens. Whereas previously God had said to Moses, “I will be with you,” on his journey to Egypt all of a sudden Moses finds God against him. One may wonder how come, why is this?

Well, as I mentioned it before, the LORD did not allow Moses to negotiate Israel’s release from bondage. With respect to God’s demands, there is never any room for negation, never any room for some kind of compromise. Well, beloved, that’s, what is at stake here. Moses was on his way to Egypt to say to Pharaoh, “This is what God commands you to do and you simply have to obey 100%. There is no room for negotiations, no room for any compromise.”

 However,beloved, how could Moses say this to Pharaoh, whereas in his own life he had acted differently, somehow having negotiated with his wife Zipporah a compromise with respect to the circumcision of their two sons? Their firstborn, Gershom had been circumcised, yet not their second son, Eliezer. That’s the conclusion we may draw from what we read in our text.
Most likely, the following had happened. When Gershom was born, Moses had been firm. This son of mine, being a covenant child, has to be circumcised, even though Zipporah must have been disgusted by it. Such a sharp knife in the soft skin of her little son – as a mother she could not look at it. It filled her with revulsion. Coming from heathen background, she did not understand why this had to happen. Yet at that time, Moses had been firm. 
However, when there second son, Eliezer was born. Zipporah had refused to give in again. Most likely, since Moses did not want to make a big scene, he had given in for the sake of peace in the family. He had left it. Hence, until now Eliezer had not been circumcised.

Beloved I don’t think it is very difficult to identify with a situation like this. Isn’t this how it often goes within mixed marriages, i.e. marriages where husband and wife are not one in the LORD. To avoid clashes husband and wife settle for some kind of compromise. For example for the sake of peace within the family, we only go once a Sunday to church.�
Well, like many a mixed marriage today, so also Moses’ marriage was a marriage, where the love for each other was not embedded in mutual love for the LORD. This spiritual disunity must have had its effect also on the upbringing of the children, especially their spiritual upbringing. From our text, we learn that Zipporah did not treasure the promises of God’s covenant. Why otherwise would she have been so averse to having her children receive the sign and seal of this covenant? Okay, as far as her firstborn son, Gershom, was concerned, she had given in. Since Moses had insisted it should be done, at that time she had not opposed her husband. However, when the second son, Eliezer, was born, Zipporah had been more determined: not again. Moses had left it at that, though he knew quite well: God requires it. Moses had settled for a compromise for the sake of peace with his wife. 
Yet – as I mentioned it before – with respect to the demand of God’s covenant, there is never room for any compromise. That’s why Moses found the LORD against him. Since, before Moses could call Pharaoh to set Israel free from bondage, first he himself had to be set free from bondage, i.e. the bondage of living in defiance of the demand of God’s covenant. 

No doubt, though married with Zipporah, Moses still loved the LORD. He had distanced himself of becoming totally part of the people of Midian. We may conclude this from the name Moses had given to his firstborn son, Gershom, i.e.  I have become a stranger in a foreign land. In giving his son this name, Moses had given expression to the strong bond he still felt with his suffering brothers in Egypt. Faith was still living, as becomes clear also from the name Moses gave to his second son Eliezer, i.e. God is my help. In other words, Moses had not given up putting his trust in the LORD

At the same time, however, Scripture does not hide the sins and weaknesses, which there also were in Moses’ life. Faith did not determine Moses’ life in every respect. First, there had been his marriage with Zipporah, the daughter of a Gentile priest. Perhaps in the beginning Moses had thought of still being able to put his stamp on the upbringing of the children to be born. That’s why he had insisted that his firstborn son was circumcised. However, slowly his wife had taken over, so that when the second son was born Moses had been less determined. Thus, the redeemer called and appointed by God had defied God’s covenant obligation within his own family.�
In all this, beloved, is a warning lesson also for us, especially where it concerns the matter of mixed marriages. At the time when we start courting, we may not think so much of it yet. So often, it happens that despite all the admoni​tions and warnings of parents and office bearers, children of God still go their own way, yoking themselves to an unbeliever. Oh no doubt, in the same way as Moses, they do so with all kind of good intentions. However, when on a regular basis the spiritual disunity causes all kind of clashes, at times for the sake of peace within marriage a compro​mise is found at the expense of full obedience to God’s command​ments. In most cases, this happens at the cost of the spiritual well-being of the children of such a family. Also in the church, many children, suffer because of the brokenness of the family they grew up in. In my pastoral experience, my heart cries out for children of God, who wilfully defied God’s demand, and now I see the brokenness, for which I warned them. 
It shows again, beloved, when giving us His wholesome commandments for life, God only seeks the best for us. Yes these are wholesome commandments, also when the LORD calls for spiritual unity within marriage! Rather than setting even one step in this direction, let us realize the seriousness of such a sin. Young people, also in matters of courtship and engagement, pray that the LORD may guide you in the contacts you make. Be convinced that a marriage will work only when there is also spiritual unity. Think also of the children to be born: covenant children to whom the LORD lays claim and to whom He will signify and seal His covenant by baptism. In the event a child of God takes all these things less serious, it might well be that one day, he will meet God on his way, since God does not tolerate any defiance of His covenant obligations. �
This brings us back to our text, where we read that on their way to Egypt the LORD met Moses and sought to kill him. We don’t know how this actually happened. It might be that in a similar way as once with Jacob at the river Jabbok, a man struggled with Moses. Perhaps it was an acute illness. We don’t know. One thing, however, is sure Moses’ life was in danger. Also, both Moses as well as Zipporah knew the reason why.  Beloved, this hap​pens more often when death is near that God’s children all of a sudden see very sharply the things they did wrong in life, the things with which they grieved their great Father in heaven. �
Well, this must have been the case also with Moses, when the LORD met him in anger and sought to kill him. All of a sudden, Moses must have realized I’m guilty; guilty of defiance of God’s cove​nant obligation, which was very clear.� When the LORD  had established  His covenant with Abraham, God had also said – we read  it together from Gen. 17, 10 & 11, “...” This circumci​sion had to take place on the eight day after a baby boy was born. Finally, the LORD had also said, Gen. 17, 14, “...”Indeed, beloved, that’s how serious God takes His covenant. Yes, whoever becomes slack in obeying the demands of God’s covenant will eventually meet the LORD in anger.�
That’s how the LORD came to meet also Moses and Moses knew very well why? He knew that he had acted wrongly in giving in to Zipporah by leaving their second son Eliezer uncircumcised. Yet until now, Moses had considered peace with his wife of greater value than peace with God. Yet in Scripture we read, whoever loves father or mother, husband or wife, more than Me is not worthy of Me. That’s why the LORD sought to kill this servant of His, being appointed as Israel’s redeemer. Moses is on his way to Egypt to declare to Pharaoh that God will meet Pharaoh with His judgment. Because of the oppression of the Israelites, Pharaoh will face the anger of the LORD. However, how would Moses ever be able to rebuke Pharaoh when he himself does not walk in ways of God’s covenant either? How would Moses ever dare say to Pharaoh to obey the LORD, whilst in his own life he was also wilfully disobedient? Yes, did Moses not feel that there was something terribly wrong in his life? 
Beloved, where Moses did not feel this, the LORD made him feel this during this very night. The LORD made Moses realize that as it stood He could not use him in His service, “Moses with this sin in your life you cannot be Israel’s redeemer. The task to which I have called you, you can fulfil only if first also in the circle of your own family you honour My commandments.”

Again, it is not difficult, beloved, to draw a line to today’s situation, especially where it concerns obeying God’s commandments within the circle of our own families first. I think of those among us, who at the baptism of their children promised to instruct them and to have them in​structed in the riches of God’s covenant. When parents become slack in this and don’t do what they under oath have promised, then their child might have been baptized, but meanwhile they fail to do what God requires of them and thus they stand guilty before the LORD. Guilty since they harm their children spiritually by leaving them free, for example, instead of raising them in the fear and discipline of the LORD.�
However, equally the children can be guilty, if when they grow up they can’t be both​ered living a life pleasing to the LORD. Guilty – when they don’t treasure the sign on their forehead, but instead long for the pleasures of this world. Guilty – when there is no eager desire to respond to their baptism or when without reason this is postponed, since life in the world is still too sweet and therefore no commitments yet. 
Young people, don’t fool yourselves by thinking that because you are still young God will deal with you less seriously. This morning’s text will teach all of us, old and young, that God doesn’t tolerate any defiance of His covenant obligations. In sovereign love, God took the initiative to establish a covenant with us, setting us free from the bondage of sin. Out of thankfulness for this redemption, we should now also live up to it, not seeing it as a burden, but as a joy that we may belong to the LORD.�
If we don’t do so, beloved, it might well be that sooner or later we too will meet the LORD on our way. Yes, then it can happen that – be it through hardship, illness, suffering or other trials of  life – all of a sudden the LORD is shaking us awake. Beloved, let it never have to come that far in your life. Instead, let us all take the message of this morn​ing’s text to heart and work with it so that we do away with the sins in our life. Also with that specific sin, of which deep down we know quite well that we should have broken with it already long time ago, yet we never did so.�
Beloved, God is serious not only where it concerns the promises He made to us. God is as equally as serious where it concerns the covenant obligations. When we do not live up to these obligations, it kindles God’s wrath. 
This is not meant to scare us. Instead – like it happened to Moses – the aim is to bring us to repentance so that we may be saved. Yes, beloved even when God comes to meet us in His anger, He still has our salvation at heart. Let us never forget this.�
II
God sought to kill Moses because of covenant defiance. To be able to do the work to which God had called him – to set God’s people free from bondage – first Moses had to clear the bondage in his own life, the bondage of sin by obedience to God’s covenant demand.

Our text does not mention in what way God sought to kill Moses. Yet the night during which this happened must have been very tumultuous, a life and death struggle in one way or another. No doubt, seeing that her husband’s life was in great danger, at a certain moment Zipporah must have asked Moses, “What can I do for you?” Well, Moses knew what had to be done. All of sudden, looking death into the eye, he saw what had been lacking in his life. He realized the compromise for the sake of peace in the family was wrong. Therefore, Zipporah, what you can do for me is this, circumcise also our second son. 
Well, in order to save her husband life, Zipporah takes the knife and carves the sign of the covenant in Eliezer’s flesh. Yet she does it with revulsion, throwing the little piece of Eliezer’s foreskin still dripping with blood at the feet of her husband. Nevertheless, despite Zipporah’s revulsion, this deed of her saves Moses’ life. Life saved by blood. Beloved, this theme runs through all of Scripture. The blood of the covenant is the only means, which can save life from the wrath of God. 

From what we read in our text, it is evident that Zipporah did not act in faith. Her revulsion not only comes out in throwing the little piece of foreskin still dripping with blood at Moses’ feet, but she also in a very spiteful way calls her husband a husband of blood. In calling her husband this way, Moses again suffers the reproach of Christ. The peace he had tried to maintain is gone. From Zipporah’s side there is only revulsion, no spiritual support whatsoever. This might well be the reason that Moses did send Zipporah, together with his two sons back to her father’s house in Midian. We may conclude this from what we read in Ex. 18, 2, where we read about a reunion of the family.�
Yet it should be noted, beloved, in Ex. 4 the point is not whether Zipporah came to faith. In this very night God did not strug​gle with Zipporah, but with Moses, who was called by the LORD to deliver the people of Israel from their bondage in Egypt. Yet Moses could only do so if first he was set free from his own bondage, the bondage of sin. Moses could be set free from this bondage only by becoming fully obedient to the demand of God’s covenant. God did not want Moses to enter the battle with Pharaoh whilst in his own family there was still one son uncircumcised. True, it was Zipporah who took the knife, but surely only after Moses had commanded her to do so. Moses thus acknowledged the LORD's claim. Moses realized life with the LORD would flourish only when one also lives up to the obligations of God’s covenant. 

Moses’ life was saved because of blood. In a similar way, later on during history Israel’s firstborns were saved because of  the blood of the paschal lamb that pointed to the true paschal Lamb, Jesus Christ, by whose blood also our life has been saved. This does not mean, beloved, that we as God’s children can forget about putting the knife into our flesh. This is still necessary also for us, be it in a different way. Let me try to make this clear.

This morning we could witness the baptism of a little lamb of God’s flock here in Southern River : little Sierra, who – like all of us – was baptized into the blood and the Spirit of Christ. The water of baptism pointed to Christ’s blood by which her life was saved and also our lives were saved from the wrath of God. Christ shed his blood for us. He died so that we may live, live to the glory of God out of thankfulness for this redemption. To live this life the knife still has to cut deep also in our flesh, not the physical flesh, but into our sinful flesh. We can only do this by the power of the Holy Spirit. That’s why we were baptized into the blood and the Spirit of Christ.
Today there is no longer any need for blood to be shed. Christ by His bloodshed set us free from the bondage of sin. Yet this now means, where there is still sin in our life, this has to be cut away. This can be painful to cut in your own flesh, especially where we may find it hard to give up some practices in our life, of which deep down we know quite well that it is displeasing the LORD. For the one this might be too much consumption of alcohol, for the other too much addiction to the internet or TV. Each one of us has his or her own struggles with sin in life. I don’t have to tell where you personally have to cut.  Yet for all of us the knife has to cut away deeply whatever sinful practices there might be in our life. Only this will cause life to flourish. 
This is also necessary, since  in a similar way as Moses, we can only be true witnesses of the LORD Jesus Christ, when first in our life has become a living testimony that it our sincere desire to live with joy and delight not just according to some but to all the commandments of God. And is this not what we promised on the day of our profession of faith, in a similar way as Natalie will promises this, this morning, as response to her baptism.

Living this way may also cause us to suffer the reproach of Christ. After all, many around us will consider it foolish to cut in your own flesh. Who wants to fight against what deep down he desires to do. Why would you go to church, when is it hot, instead of enjoying a wonderful day at the beach? Isn’t that foolish to go you church. It may cause people to ridicule you, when on Monday you come back to work. Why would you still reach out to people, who have hurt you? Why would you forgive people, even though you were in the right? Such an attitude to life will often meet with lack of understanding, in a similar wayas Zipporah did not understand it why she had to cut in the flesh of her son in order to save the life of her husband. Full of revulsion she throws the little piece of foreskin at Moses feet, calling him a husband of blood.
Is this the God of the covenant, who really wants to see blood? Yes, but that’s why God gave His Son, who shed this blood for us and in our place. Only the blood of God’s own Son could really still the wrath of God. Christ. He is the Bridegroom who loved His church, His Bride, so much that that He was willing to buy her with His own blood, the blood of the covenant, through which we received life, life eternal; a precious gift, received by grace alone!  
Beloved, through power from above, let us out of thankfulness for this gift, through power from above indeed take the knife, the knife of faith, and cut away from our life all that is displeasing in the eyes of the LORD, being obedient children of God in every respect, living a joyful life in the freedom by which Christ has set us free. Realize, that only in this way life can truly flourish.
Amen
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