7th Sunday after Pentecost, 6/29/08

Exodus 33:12-23

Lord, Give Us Rest!

 I. In your gracious presence

II. In your saving glory

According to a Gallup poll reported January 30, 2007 by Fox News, four in 10 Americans often feel stressed.

U.S. stress levels haven’t changed much in recent years. Since 1994, between 33 and 42 percent of Americans have reported frequent stress.

In that Gallup poll, of 1,010 adults telephoned Dec. 11-14, 2006, 38 percent reported frequent stress while 39 percent said they sometimes felt stress.

One in five Americans reported only rare stress. And a lucky (or less honest) 3 percent said they’re never stressed.

Who feels the most stress? Those who report frequent stress include:

44 percent of 18 to 29-year-olds, and 46 percent of 30 to 49-year-olds

47 percent of parents with children under 18

43 percent of full-time workers and 46 percent of part-time workers--but only 29 percent of unemployed

Americans

40 percent of women and 35 percent of men

55 percent of people who say they do not have enough time to do the things they want to do.


To understand these figures better, we’d have to find out what the pollsters defined as “frequent stress.” And only one of the groups above surprises me—the percent who claimed they’re never stressed. It makes me wonder if they’re still breathing.

If we’re honest, we’ll admit that we suffer from stress, at least from time to time. And the solution to stress is rest.

But, as Christians, we know that stress has a spiritual aspect to it. Stress can result from a lack of godly priorities in our lives. Stress reflects a lack of trust in the power and the presence of our almighty, loving God. And thus, the solution to stress is not to find a pill to take, but a prayer to make. And that prayer this morning is simply, “Lord, give us rest.” The Lord speaks about rest in today’s text from Exodus 33 in which Moses and the Children of Israel were under tremendous stress. Let’s examine the situation and pray for the Lord to give us rest.

I.

Telling you that our text is from Exodus 33 probably doesn’t help you understand the situation that Moses and the Israelites were in, but if I mention two words I think it will be clear. Golden calf. In chapter 32 we have that dark event in Israel’s history of its worship of a golden calf at the foot of Mt. Sinai. Recall the story. While Moses was on top of Mt. Sinai for 40 days and 40 nights speaking with the Lord, the Israelites had made a golden calf and were worshipping it.

And even before Moses descended the mountain, this is what the Lord threatened to do. He told Moses, “Now leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them.”  Those are some of the most ominous words in all of scripture. God was so angry he was going to wipe them out.

But Moses intervened. And thus the Lord didn’t wipe them out. However, he told Moses, “Go up to the land flowing with milk and honey. But I will not go with you, because you are a stiff-necked people and I might destroy you on the way.” He wasn’t going to go with them as a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night as he had in the past. He wouldn’t be with them in a special way. And the thought of it put Moses under stress.

But Moses dealt with that stress in the proper way. He pleaded with the Lord. “You have been telling me, ‘Lead these people,’ but you have not let me know whom you will send with me. You have said, ‘I know you by name and you have found favor with me.’ If you are pleased with me, teach me your ways so I may know you and continue to find favor with you. Remember that this nation is your people.” In effect Moses was telling the Lord, “I can’t do this myself. I need you to go with us.”

And the Lord replied, “My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.” God promised to do the very thing Moses wanted him to do—to be present with him and the Children of Israel. Moses knew that, without his presence, they would face trouble and hardship. There would be no true rest—physically or spiritually. But why did the Lord change his mind? He told Moses, “I will do the very thing you have asked, because I am pleased with you and I know you by name.” That translation almost sounds as if the Lord changed his mind because he was so happy with Moses. Actually, the Hebrew words stress that the Lord did it because of who he is—he is a gracious God. He gives sinners the goodness that they don’t deserve. That was the God who promised Moses his presence. And that’s what gives stressed out sinners the rest they need.

Lord, give us rest in your gracious presence!

Have you ever done any mountain climbing? I suppose few if any of us have. But if you were to do so, no doubt you would hire an expert mountain climber to guide you. You want someone who knows that mountain like the back of his hand. You want someone who’s been there and done that countless times before. You don’t want to be left all alone on that mountain.

Have you ever felt as if you’re climbing the mountain of life all alone? Have you ever felt as if God was so far away from you that he couldn’t possibly know or understand what you’re facing? If so, then I have to ask, “Has the Lord ever said to you, ‘I will not go with you’ as he told Moses?” On the contrary. Your Savior, just prior to ascending into heaven, promised, “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Mt. 28:20). He declares in Psalm 46, “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.” The reason we feel alone is not because God has left us; it’s because we don’t take him at his word, we don’t trust his promise. And to be honest, that’s sinful. We don’t take our ever-faithful God at his word and he should rightly leave us if not destroy us for it. But he doesn’t. He doesn’t because he is gracious. He gives sinners what they don’t deserve. He forgives us. He loves us with a perfect love, a love that crucified his Son for us. And thus he goes with us. And with his gracious presence we find the rest we need. Lord, give us that rest in your gracious presence.

II.

Moses received the news that he wanted to hear. The Lord would go with them. In response to that good news Moses makes a rather odd request. He says, “Now show me your glory.” Why would he make that request?

In doing some reading, I found three possible reasons. One is that he knew how serious Israel’s sin of worshipping the golden calf was. A second possible reason is that he was under extreme pressure as the mediator between these sinful people and the holy God. A third possible reason is that her was overcome with joy. Really, all those reasons have a common denominator: The Lord deals with the terrible rebellion of his chosen people by being loving and gracious. That’s part of his glory and Moses is so impressed with it he wants to see more of it.

You see, this wasn’t the first act of rebellion by the Israelites against the Lord. And Moses, knowing his fellow-Jews, is certain it won’t be the last. As the leader of these people he wants to know more about who the Lord is and how he deals with sinful people. That’s God’s glory. Moses asks to see it.

But there’s only one problem. The Lord told Moses, “No one may see me and live.” Sinful people cannot stand in the full presence of the glory of the Lord. It would kill them.

But the Lord granted his request as best he could. He didn’t allow Moses to see his full glory, only a reflection of it as it passed by. To be honest, no one but Moses and the Lord know exactly what Moses saw and how it happened and they only report what we have here in our text. But whatever Moses saw, it was far more glorious and blessed than anything we have ever seen.

But don’t miss one small detail. The Lord told Moses, “I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence.” That sounds odd to us, but actually it’s full of meaning. God’s name stands for everything that he is. The name “LORD” is the special name he used for himself to indicate that he is the God who is faithful to his covenant with sinners. He is slow to anger and abounding in love and faithfulness. He forgives wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yes, he is almighty. Yes, he knows all things. But what he wants us to know and believe most of all is that he saves sinners. That’s his glory. And that truth gave Moses and the Israelites the rest they desperately needed.

Lord, give us rest in your saving glory!

So what will it take to get you some rest from the Lord? Well, don’t think you will find it a display of his almighty power, making piles of cash appear in your bank account or waving his hand of healing over your body. Those would be tremendous things, but his glory isn’t there. His glory is in the truth that we are sinners who deserve nothing but hell from him and yet he wants to be with us so much that he sent his Son to die for us. That doesn’t make human sense. But that’s God’s saving glory. It’s what he’s all about. And with a God like that, I submit that you can deal with any stressful situation in life. He delights in leading you, guiding you, sustaining you, strengthening you through this life into eternal life with him. Those blessings come through the promises of his word. He gives us rest through the truth that Jesus is our Savior. Lord, give us that rest! Amen.

