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“What's that in your hand?”
[Biblical text at the end of sermon for those online]

Introduction

Ordinary people was a movie back in the 1980s featuring Donald Sutherland and Alan Alda and Mary Tyler Moore. Its setting was suburban Chicago but could have been anywhere in the US or anywhere on the North Shore for that matter. The drama was a new one for Hollywood. It did not feature super heroes or super villains. It did not show leading men sweeping leading women off their Gucci-strapped feet. It zoomed in on four people who lived ordinary lives. And that was the whole show. 

Obviously there was more than that, as every good screen writer will tell you. Characterization is not easy with little action as Samuel Beckett so powerfully demonstrated in the show of last year's Sydney Festival, Waiting for Godot.

It's not normal to think that our lives are normal. Let me repeat that so you don't miss it. The world and the media and the sensationalists of the commercial marketplace want you to think that being you is inadequate. You must become someone else. You must be remade into Kylie or Madonna. You must fast bowl like Brett Lee or swim like the Thorpedo. Human isn't human enough; superhuman is required for notice. 

And by inference, if you are not superhuman, you should attempt to be so. Watch all the late night informercials and you will find that if you just buy another product that your clothes will be fresher and your food will taste better and your body will be resculptured and you will find true happiness. Internet dating or simply ringing a phone number will give us relationships and we will have meaning and relevance.

Did I miss something? Is ordinary so wrong? Is being who we are so bad? Why are we so malcontent with ourselves and longing for something more?

In today's story, our Jewish people are in the valley moaning. They have been doing so for 400 years according to the earlier chapters. And up on the mountain, God is making provision to answer their prayers.  What, you say? After 400 years? What took him so long? We'll have to ask him when we see him. In the meantime, we take it at face value. God is teaching us something about being content with him in ourselves. 

Moses and God continued

Last week we began looking at this conversation. I'm not sure why the men who divided up the Bible chose to stop chapter 3 where they did. Let's review for a moment. Moses is giving God some excuse after excuse in his attempt to divert God from making Moses go to Pharaoh.

Remember he had already offered to God two excuses found in chapter 3 verses (11 and 13) What were they? I'm not any big celebrity. I'm a nobody in other words. And secondly I'm not very smart. Sounds like Forrest Gump. I'm ignorant in other words. God answered Moses by saying that God was enough in every situation and thus Moses didn't need to worry.

God also took Moses on a futuristic view with a sequence of events that would take place (3.19-22) But to that guarantee of God's plan, Moses almost defiantly, certainly emphatically declared his problem.

So today's story picks up with more excuses. Listen in verse one.  "What if they will not believe me or listen to what I say?" What's another way of saying this? I'm not very convincing. Right. But what is God's answer to Moses? God gives him 3 signs to help. Whom do you think is the most surprised Jew on the planet just about now? You guessed it. Moses. Wow, my stick becomes a snake, my hand becomes that of a leper and some drinking water becomes blood!

And what is the purpose of this? God is convincing Moses of God's power and presence. God is able to make all things done in His purpose and Moses, the sooner you learn this, the better!  Moses ran away at the stick-to-snake manifestation. To Moses' excuse number 3, I'm not convincing, God says, "I am very convincing, even to you!"

What is that in your hand? (verse 2). It's an ordinary staff. Used by the shepherds of Midian and no doubt by all the folks then and to this day who need to guide themselves over the unstable footing and to lead sheep into ways of the shepherd's choosing.  It's almost a GPS for men in those days, leading people to find their way out of wilderness situations. So God takes the ordinary stick and gives it significance.  He says that He will lead us out of the situations of pain and despair. He will adjust things to His purposes and dominate. 

Are you getting the point? God will use you, just an ordinary person, listening on tape or internet, listening here in the service of Beth Messiah today, to His purposes. Ordinary people, God uses us all the time. We'll talk a bit more about this soon.

Excuse number 4

After Moses makes the startling assertion that the elders of Israel won't listen to him, basically calling God an unaware fellow, almost calling God a liar, we see Moses turn again to his own inability.  In verse 10 we read, "Lord, I have never been eloquent." His excuse is about his own inability to speak. He says "I'm not eloquent." Hey, God, if you want to convince the people, send an orator like Kevin Rudd or one of the presenters on the BBC or The Great Gatsby or Shakespeare... you want eloquent, you are barking up the wrong tree, Moses says.

Some of you will know the story of the legend of Moses' lisp. He may or may not have had a speech impediment. Stephen in his final defense says,  “And Moses was educated in all the learning of the Egyptians, and he was a man of power in words and deeds." (Acts 7.22). But the legend of Moses' lisp reflects something different. 

The young toddler Moses in Pharaoh's house was a worry to the ruler. Pharaoh was not sure whether Moses could be trusted and thus devised a test. They placed two bowls before the boy, one with jewels and the other with hot burning coals. Each glowed of course, and were thus an attraction to young Moses. What was the purpose of the test? If Moses reached for the jewels, Pharaoh would take it to mean that Moses was reaching for Pharaoh's crown and could not be trusted. If Moses reached elsewhere, the king could relax.

So you guessed it, the boy reached and eventually took the coals (at an angel's pushing) and like every small boy put the contents in his mouth. Thus the coals made Moses' lips and tongue to burn and he lisped to his dying day. So goes the legend. And whether it's true or not, the excuse is not really about impediments, but about eloquence. 

He excuses himself but of course God answers again, not about Moses, but about God. The Lord replies "I made man's mouth. I will be with your mouth." It's not about you Moses; it's about God!

The final excuse

The final excuse of course, the one in verse 13 is the most deadly. It's the one we never really want to admit. It's the one that will ruin all the relationship that God wants to have with us. It's about our will and volition. It sounds so positive and yet it's violently negative.

Moses says, "Please Lord send the message by whomever Thou wilt." The nobility of the prayer is met by the anger of God. See it in verse 14? Why would God get angry at the missionary zealous prayer of Moses? Moses is asking God to send labourers into his harvest. He is asking for God to orchestrate the exile of the Jewish people. He wants the hand of God to be visible, doesn't he?

Ah, but you see, if you know the answer to the prayer and the will of God and you ask God to do something else... your deed may better be titled "rebellion" than prayer. It is the final excuse, the one of Reluctance, where Moses gets in trouble the most. Moses has said, "I'm not anyone; I'm not smart; I'm not convincing; I'm not eloquent" but the summary of his excuses is here in verse 13-- I'm not willing.

Friends, excuse yourself all day long and others may believe you. Tell them the dog ate your homework or that you are tired. Tell them that other pressing needs are coming in like tending daily to your father for an indeterminate amount of time or the purchase of a property or your car needs constant attention. There is always a reason to dismiss the plans and purposes of the Almighty, but when you boil it down to the final excuse, you have to ask yourself, are you willing to obey him? Are you willing to do the uncomfortable? 

Here in our midst today are some people who come from New Zealand and France and Australia who have been serving on the Behold Your God campaign. They are Jews and non-Jews who have fought off the tired, comfortable, my time is precious noise of the world and given themselves the last two weeks to 14 hour days and nights, sharing Jesus on the streets of Sydney.

I use them as wonderful examples in contrast to Moses. They made no excuse to God. They came and paid money and served among us. And I am honoured and humbled to be with them each day.

What is the work of an ordinary person? What must we do to work the works of God? Jesus said it this way, "Believe in the one who was sent, even the Son of Man." Moses is saying the same thing. To work God's works in God's ways, we must have the faith of the Son of God working and shaping us each day. 

Our ordinariness is not a surprise to God; He made us. He wants us to know Him and to love Him and at times to be used by Him to do His work. Don't give Him an excuse; trust Him to help you do what He asks, and you will give God great praise as a result.
So:  What should you learn/hear today as a result of reading this text?  Or what lessons do we learn from today's teaching?

1) God wants compliance and humility, not excuses

2) The Lord will always honour himself in our lives, when they are given over to him

3) Jesus, God's eternal choice as Messiah and Lord, carries on the deliverance ministry of Moses, and is not always welcomed by his own people
So… let me ask you. Will you become a follower of Y'shua today? Will you choose to line up with God's choices and give your life to the Man from Galilee? Will you believe...will you trust God and not you, or will you make another excuse about why you cannot?

This week we continue the major campaign, Operation: Behold Your God. During the campaign we unashamedly offer people the choice to join us, to identify with and confess Y'shua as their Saviour. Today we give that choice to you as well. If you would like to be delivered from your bondage, this time to sin, then pray this prayer and receive His love and grace. Father, forgive me in the name of Y’shua for all my sins. He was the Saviour and the fulfillment of all prophecies about Messiah. He is the one and the only one who can save me from my selfishness, from my sin. I acknowledge Y’shua as that one who wants to free me, and who alone can free me. I repent of my sin and accept Y’shua as my deliverer. By faith I am now born again by the Holy Spirit. Amen.

If you prayed that prayer, please talk to me after the service is over,[or email me if you are reading this online] so we can talk about growing in this knowledge and this relationship with God.
Actual text

Ex. 4.1 ¶ Then Moses answered and said,  “What if they will not believe me, or listen to what I say? For they may say,  ‘The LORD has not appeared to you.’” 

Ex. 4.2 And the LORD said to him,  “What is that in your hand?” And he said,  “A staff.” 

Ex. 4.3 Then He said,  “Throw it on the ground.” So he threw it on the ground, and it became a serpent; and Moses fled from it. 

Ex. 4.4 But the LORD said to Moses,  “Stretch out your hand and grasp it by its tail” — so he stretched out his hand and caught it, and it became a staff in his hand — 

Ex. 4.5  “that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has appeared to you.” 

Ex. 4.6 And the LORD furthermore said to him,  “Now put your hand into your bosom.” So he put his hand into his bosom, and when he took it out, behold, his hand was leprous like snow. 

Ex. 4.7 Then He said,  “Put your hand into your bosom again.” So he put his hand into his bosom again; and when he took it out of his bosom, behold, it was restored like the rest of his flesh. 

Ex. 4.8  “And it shall come about that if they will not believe you or heed the witness of the first sign, they may believe the witness of the last sign. 

Ex. 4.9  “But it shall be that if they will not believe even these two signs or heed what you say, then you shall take some water from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground; and the water which you take from the Nile will become blood on the dry ground.” 

Ex. 4.10 ¶ Then Moses said to the LORD,  “Please, Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither recently nor in time past, nor since Thou hast spoken to Thy servant; for I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” 

Ex. 4.11 And the LORD said to him,  “Who has made man’s mouth? Or who makes him dumb or deaf, or seeing or blind? Is it not I, the LORD? 

Ex. 4.12  “Now then go, and I, even I, will be with your mouth, and teach you what you are to say.” 

Ex. 4.13 But he said,  “Please, Lord, now send the message by whomever Thou wilt.” 

Ex. 4.14 Then the anger of the LORD burned against Moses, and He said,  “Is there not your brother Aaron the Levite? I know that he speaks fluently. And moreover, behold, he is coming out to meet you; when he sees you, he will be glad in his heart. 

Ex. 4.15  “And you are to speak to him and put the words in his mouth; and I, even I, will be with your mouth and his mouth, and I will teach you what you are to do. 

Ex. 4.16  “Moreover, he shall speak for you to the people; and it shall come about that he shall be as a mouth for you, and you shall be as God to him. 

Ex. 4.17  “And you shall take in your hand this staff, with which you shall perform the signs.” 

Ex. 4.18 ¶ Then Moses departed and returned to Jethro his father-in-law, and said to him,  “Please, let me go, that I may return to my brethren who are in Egypt, and see if they are still alive.” And Jethro said to Moses,  “Go in peace.” 

Ex. 4.19 Now the LORD said to Moses in Midian,  “Go back to Egypt, for all the men who were seeking your life are dead.” 

Ex. 4.20 So Moses took his wife and his sons and mounted them on a donkey, and he returned to the land of Egypt. Moses also took the staff of God in his hand. 

Ex. 4.21 And the LORD said to Moses,  “When you go back to Egypt see that you perform before Pharaoh all the wonders which I have put in your power; but I will harden his heart so that he will not let the people go. 

Ex. 4.22  “Then you shall say to Pharaoh,  ‘Thus says the LORD,  “Israel is My son, My first-born. 

Ex. 4.23  “So I said to you,  ‘Let My son go, that he may serve Me’; but you have refused to let him go. Behold, I will kill your son, your first-born.”’” 

Ex. 4.24 ¶ Now it came about at the lodging place on the way that the LORD met him and sought to put him to death. 

Ex. 4.25 Then Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin and threw it at Moses’ feet, and she said,  “You are indeed a bridegroom of blood to me.” 

Ex. 4.26 So He let him alone. At that time she said,  “You are a bridegroom of blood” — because of the circumcision. 

Ex. 4.27 ¶ Now the LORD said to Aaron,  “Go to meet Moses in the wilderness.” So he went and met him at the mountain of God, and he kissed him. 

Ex. 4.28 And Moses told Aaron all the words of the LORD with which He had sent him, and all the signs that He had commanded him to do. 

Ex. 4.29 Then Moses and Aaron went and assembled all the elders of the sons of Israel; 

Ex. 4.30 and Aaron spoke all the words which the LORD had spoken to Moses. He then performed the signs in the sight of the people. 

Ex. 4.31 So the people believed; and when they heard that the LORD was concerned about the sons of Israel and that He had seen their affliction, then they bowed low and worshiped. 

