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Always we can improve

 [Biblical text at the end of sermon for those online]

Introduction

 I’m amazed at the proliferation of the genre of television shows on house restoration. Seems that when one show ends another begins. And each one wants to take a very dodgy looking lounge or backyard garden or room and make it into something gorgeous and state of the art. But wait, it’s not just houses that are under the knife and getting repaired; it’s also people. Many shows are now growing in popularity that have to do with personal makeovers. In one, a perfect stranger approaches someone on the streets and offers to do a makeover for them, allowing them all the looks and beauty they have always dreamed of. The common thread in each of these shows is a desire to improve what is, or who we are, with something deeper than a cosmetic paint job. 

Another reality to these programs is the ever-present camera that shows us way too much information about the feelings and development of the person or room or garden involved.  It’s hard to have a genuine reality show when a camera constantly reminds you that this is a made-for-TV reality and thus not exactly real.

Of course, change in these shows is always only skin or sod deep. A room can get a makeover with new paint and new furniture, with a new design and some new cut outs, but bottom line, it’s still a room. And it’s the people in those rooms who have to enjoy or experience the new reality. Sure it’s easier to relax, say some, in a new leather lounge chair than the old dilapidated broken armchair, but some will fret more with the new one and the condition to be maintained.

What is also common in these shows is that change requires an agent. People dream of the Hollywood makeovers and the liposuction and the plastic surgery; they even write in with a video self-presentation of shameful self-promotion. Their purpose is to be noticed and to request that the agency choose them for improvement.

Be not angry that you cannot make others as you wish them to be, since you cannot make yourself as you wish to be.  Thomas a'Kempis. 
I want to talk to us this morning about change and improvement. There's always room for improvement. It's the biggest room in the house.     Louise Health Leber, quoted in Women Women Women. 
We all long for growth, for change, for improvement, in us, in our situations and in our lives. Today’s reading of the Bible highlights the improvement for the court system of the Jewish people, and thus a principle in understanding our own personal growth as well.

Here’s my order of thinking today. 1) We need a change agent. 2) We need to admit the need for change. 3) We need to accept change when it is offered. 4) Peace will result in our lives when all these take place.

1) We need a change agent.

Although we often think of ourselves as the only soul who really matters in life, this is disjoint from truth and from reality. And if there is more than us, then hope can exist for others and for us from outside ourselves. In fact, the only way we can really change with any permanence is to gain strength from others. On the TV shows, change happens when you are chosen. Or when the designers enter. Or when the cameras begin rolling.  Change requires a changer. And friends, true humility in our lives will help us understand, we cannot deeply change ourselves. 

In our reading of Exodus 18 today we see Jethro being changed and then bringing change to Israel as they are newly freed. They have been slaves and thus government did not exist for them in Egypt. They had no rights, no treaties, and no possibilities of justice. God then spared them after 400 years of slavery and out we came into the wilderness on our way to Eretz Yisrael. Justice is a daunting reality for a slave people. Hope for a fair go is the desire of every man, and one of the chief promises you will be hearing outside the polls today as you vote.

Jethro, the efficiency expert extraordinaire, recommends to his son-in-law a new method of holding court. Modify the leadership structure, Moishe, he says, and you will gain from this. Of course, so will the leaders. And so will the people. It was a good plan all the way around.  And it came from an outsider. A wise man listens to those near and far from him.

2) We need to admit the need for change

Everything continues in a state of rest unless it is compelled to change by forces impressed upon it.  Isaac Newton, First Law of Motion.

Not everyone wants change, but when we admit it, then it can surely come. It is hard to believe now, but the potato was once a highly unpopular food. When first introduced into England by Sir Walter Raleigh, newspapers printed editorials against it, ministers preached sermons against it, and the general public wouldn't touch it. It was supposed to sterilize the soil in which it had been planted and cause all manner of strange illnesses--even death. 

There were, however, a few brave men who did not believe all the propaganda being shouted against it. It was seen as an answer to famine among the poorer classes and as a healthful and beneficial food. Still, these few noblemen in England could not persuade their tenants to cultivate the potato. It was years before all the adverse publicity was overcome and the potato became popular. 

A Frenchman named Parmentier took a different tack. He had been a prisoner of war in England when he first heard of the new plant. His fellow prisoners protested the outrage of having to eat potatoes. Parmentier, instead, thoughtfully inquired about the methods of cultivating and cooking the new food. Upon his return to France, he procured an experimental farm from the Emperor, in which he planted potatoes. When it was time to dig them, at his own expense, he hired a few soldiers to patrol all sides of his famous potato patch during the daytime. Meanwhile he conducted distinguished guests through the fields, digging a few tubers here and there, which they devoured with evident relish. At night, he began to withdraw the guards. A few days later one of the guards hastened to Parmentier with the sad news that peasants had broken into the potato patch at night, and dug up most of the crop. 

Parmentier was overjoyed, much to the surprise of his informant, and exclaimed, "When the people will steal in order to procure potatoes, their popularity is assured."  

Moses had to admit the need for change in the justice administration system.  And the desire for change whether in the home improvement shows or the justice in Israel in 1500 BCE is the beginning of real change.

3) We need to accept change when/ how it is offered

Thursday was my beloved wife’s birthday. She isn’t getting older; she’s getting better. And that morning in the Hunter Valley, we left our motel room to ascend a hot air balloon at 6 a.m. What a beautiful experience it was. Now not all balloon rides have been so welcome.

On June 4, 1783 at the market square of a French village of Annonay, not far from Paris, a smoky bonfire on a raised platform was fed by wet straw and old wool rages. Tethered above, straining its lines was a huge taffeta bag 33 feet in diameter. In the presence of "a respectable assembly and a great many other people," and accompanied by great cheering, the balloon was cut from its moorings and set free to rise majestically into the noon sky. Six thousand feet into the air it went -- the first public ascent of a balloon, the first step in the history of human flight. It came to earth several miles away in a field, where it was promptly attacked by pitchfork-waving peasants and torn to pieces as an instrument of evil!

Some don’t readily accept change when or how it is offered.

Moses had the humility of a man of God who heard the advise of his father-in-law and welcomed it. Moses saw the benefits, although he could easily have said some pretty negative things about the people of Midian or the ancestry of Jethro. He could have been racist against the nations surrounding wandering Israel. He could have missed God’s plan for justice for Israel. But he didn’t. He welcomed change, as we all must
4) Peace will result

Verse 23 ends with and all these people also will go to their place in peace.” 

This is God’s plan for us all. You can have makeovers and you can see Dr Phil or Oprah and be challenged in your motivations and in your life. Bottom line, if the Almighty changes you, you will have peace in your life. And it’s a peace that passes all understanding.

Paul the apostle wrote the Romans (14.17) the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.

Note the order of things. First righteousness, then peace, then joy in relationship with God. Be right with God first, and then peace follows.

For us who know this God in Y’shua, real righteousness comes in admitting our need for change, and the method of change, which is still startling—the death of the Saviour. The real problem is sin, and that takes some admitting, doesn’t it? Then the agent of change has to be someone outside us, and that’s the Redeemer Y’shua. His death solved the justice of God to the letter, and His resurrection gives us eternal life. If we will only admit it, and welcome it, and be saved by it. Righteousness then peace. In the Holy Spirit.

Evangelism is God’s method of bringing change to others

Of course the changes that came to Israel by means of Jethro’s advice are clear in the text. I want you to think about Jethro’s change as well. Moses told him ‘all’ the Lord had done (.6) and as a result Jethro changed and began to follow the Lord of Israel. He even shouted a “Praise the Lord” (v.9) I remember a woman telling me some time ago that she would pray and become a follower of Y’shua, but she didn’t want to become a “praise the Lord” Christian. What? I asked. She informed me that she wanted to be more private than ‘ all that.’ Shame, and what a waste. If you become a follower of Y’shua, you can and will boast about the One who did so much for you.

Evangelism if you will brought a change in Jethro’s understanding of God and brought him clarity of understanding of life. Jethro benefited a great deal from the Almighty and it was as a result of the agency of Moses, as evangelist.

People around us need to hear the Good News as well. I read an article this week from Dr Dobson answering a question on evangelism whose opening struck me greatly. It was a ‘how to’ question and the doctor answered saying, “Evangelism is not an event, it’s a process.” I liked that. It helped me understand the continuous care we give others and our hopes for their improvement.

As I end today, may I ask for your prayers for my mother? She’s in hospital at 82 years old. She’s aging fairly quickly at this point as she has been in hospital for over 2 months. She has ups and downs as you can imagine as the doctors ‘practice’ their craft on her. She is longing for improvement and notice of it from the doctors.  So maybe you will offer a prayer for her today and tomorrow, and the God of all change will soften her heart towards Y’shua and bring her serious comfort. Thanks.

Lessons learned

I believe we should see applications from our stories today. 

1) Y’shua is God’s eternal answer for change in our lives

2) He is the perfect outside agent, who cares and brings peace

3)  His method of change is through following his example of suffering and the cross on which he died.

4) Desire to change is as important as all the opportunities to change you will receive.

Invitation

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 our Messiah today? Will you believe...will you trust God, and not yourself, or will you compromise what is true for your own conveniences? He wants to change you from the inside, and to modify your life to make you a ‘praise the Lord’ believer.

I want to offer you the choice to join us, to identify with and confess Y'shua as your Saviour. 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.

__________________________
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Actual text

 Ex. 18.1 ¶ Now Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses’ father-in-law, heard of all that God had done for Moses and for Israel His people, how the LORD had brought Israel out of Egypt. And Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, took Moses’ wife Zipporah, after he had sent her away and her two sons, of whom one was named Gershom, for he said,  “I have been a sojourner in a foreign land.” And the other was named Eliezer, for he said,  “The God of my father was my help, and delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh.” Then Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, came with his sons and his wife to Moses in the wilderness where he was camped, at the mount of God. And he sent word to Moses,  “I, your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you with your wife and her two sons with her.” Then Moses went out to meet his father-in-law, and he bowed down and kissed him; and they asked each other of their welfare, and went into the tent. 

Ex. 18.8 And Moses told his father-in-law all that the LORD had done to Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had befallen them on the journey, and how the LORD had delivered them. And Jethro rejoiced over all the goodness which the LORD had done to Israel, in delivering them from the hand of the Egyptians. So Jethro said,  “Blessed be the LORD who delivered you from the hand of the Egyptians and from the hand of Pharaoh, and who delivered the people from under the hand of the Egyptians. Now I know that the LORD is greater than all the gods; indeed, it was proven when they dealt proudly against the people.” Then Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, took a burnt offering and sacrifices for God, and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat a meal with Moses’ father-in-law before God. 

Ex. 18.13 ¶ And it came about the next day that Moses sat to judge the people, and the people stood about Moses from the morning until the evening. Now when Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people, he said,  “What is this thing that you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit as judge and all the people stand about you from morning until evening?” And Moses said to his father-in-law,  “Because the people come to me to inquire of God. When they have a dispute, it comes to me, and I judge between a man and his neighbor, and make known the statutes of God and His laws.” And Moses’ father-in-law said to him,  “The thing that you are doing is not good. You will surely wear out, both yourself and these people who are with you, for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. Now listen to me: I shall give you counsel, and God be with you. You be the people’s representative before God, and you bring the disputes to God, then teach them the statutes and the laws, and make known to them the way in which they are to walk, and the work they are to do. Furthermore, you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them, as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. And let them judge the people at all times; and let it be that every major dispute they will bring to you, but every minor dispute they themselves will judge. So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. If you do this thing and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all these people also will go to their place in peace.” 

Ex. 18.24 ¶ So Moses listened to his father-in-law, and did all that he had said. And Moses chose able men out of all Israel, and made them heads over the people, leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. And they judged the people at all times; the difficult dispute they would bring to Moses, but every minor dispute they themselves would judge.   Then Moses bade his father-in-law farewell, and he went his way into his own land. 

