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Introduction

Ronald Reagan died last month, on D-Day. His legacy is still being written. This comment came from Charles Colson, who used to work on détente under Richard Nixon and barely knew Reagan. He says that Reagan will define the 2nd half of the 20th Century. 

He will define it because he had the boldness to make a sharp break with American foreign policy by calling evil by its right name. Whether it came from a well formed Christian worldview or from his unfailing intuition, Reagan defined good and evil in a way that reflected Christian truth, and this is what changed the course of history.

Reagan dared to challenge the Soviets on the basis of morality—good versus evil. Freedom and democracy were good, tyranny and communism evil. And so at the Berlin Wall, Reagan challenged Soviet tyranny with the unforgettable words, "Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!" And it came down, and the Iron Curtain came down along with it.”
Let’s talk today about good versus evil in our days. Not in light of some political scene like we’ve been watching unfold in Iraq this week, but in terms of our own lives. OK? And I want to talk about heroes and idols. And finally we will talk about freedom and Jewish law. All from our text in Exodus 32.

On idols and heroes

I’m sorry my dad isn’t here, as he lives in Kansas City, and he cannot travel this far to be with us. He has some heroes like American baseball celebrities whom he knows and whose autographs he keeps. And I’ve had heroes as well; people who have made an impact on my life and whom I admire. As we read about the Golden Calf, the question pops into my mind: is a hero the same as an idol? They say everyone should have an idol, but maybe that’s not right in light of today’s Bible portion and Anne’s comments.

We read about trouble falling on idol worshippers. In both the stories, in Exodus and in the passage of Anne’s Haftorah, the message seems to be the same: stay away from idols! I remember going to Thailand with Patty and Anne a few years ago and everywhere there were statues and shrines dedicated to this god or that one, and one time our tour guide wanted me to kneel down and toss some sticks and say a prayer or something to a wise man. I wouldn’t do it.  I thought it was idolatry. Anne thought I was worried I wouldn’t be able to get back up.

Here in Australia, we have our own version of an idol, if you like his music or his hair. It’s Guy Sebastian. I wonder what it is about music celebrities or movie stars that makes us want to idolize them? And why don’t we do the same with inventors or scientists? Why not our schoolteachers? Why not our parents?  I have my heroes. Are they the same as idols?

Let’s use this definition of ‘idol.’ The dictionary calls an idol, “an image used as an object of worship, or a false god.” It also says it is “One that is adored, often blindly or excessively.” Maybe that’s part of what we need to understand.   God always was warning my Jewish people against idolatry, which probably had to do with the false gods who were out there. They had names back then like Marduch and Baal and Asherah, but most modern people wouldn’t name those as their idols.  Worship was supposed to be only to God, and never given to others in his place.

So are heroes who are good for us, who model for us good things, like heroes in stories or in ancient fables or in modern movies… are they all bad? Are they all idols in the biblically bad sense?

The Greeks used stories to warn us of acting like gods. Consider the story of Arachne, who challenged Athena to a weaving contest and was turned into the first spider for her pains. 
Phaethon tried to drive the chariot of his father the sun god and was killed. 

Asclepius, a son of Apollo, was a physician so expert that he began cheating the underworld gods of their due--for he was saving people from death. Hades, king of the underworld, appealed to his brother Zeus, king of the realms above, and Zeus blasted Asclepius with a thunderbolt, burning him to a crisp. 
I think the difference is that heroes are human. They fail. We see them hitting 6s in the cricket pitch, but we also see them ending their careers with a duck. Two years ago Lleyton was number one, but then humanity took its place. The best golfers sink 50-foot putts, but they also miss like Mickelson did on 17 a couple weeks back in the US Open. Idols never fail, but of course, they are not real. Heroes are like us; only they have gone on and done really great things. I can become like my hero; I could never be like an idol.

Back to the story of the Golden Calf.  Remember, idolatry didn’t help the Jewish people. Never does, never will.  Moses was called to go to the top of the Mountain, and to talk and meet with God. He tells the people to wait for him. And they do. And he climbs up Mt Sinai and is there for 40 days, nearly 6 weeks. That’s a long time to wait for an old man. Moses was in his eighties at the time. Some of the people probably thought he had died up there, or maybe he lost his way.  

So the people down at the bottom of Mt Sinai grew anxious.  What would they do now? No doubt, someone suggested making an idol and praying to it.   Unfortunately, Aaron and many of the people agreed and they rallied others to take the gold for the Tabernacle and make it into a calf. I don’t know how big it was, but I’ve seen pictures that show it to be the size of the Big Merino in Goulburn, and that’s really big.

The Bible says Aaron was responsible for making the Golden Calf and to be honest I wouldn’t want my name to go down in history connected with a bad situation like this one. I’d rather be like Elijah in the other story who challenged the prophets of Baal and made them realize that praying to an idol was a waste of time and that God is always going to win in the end.

This is classic Reagan-esque good vs. evil. Good is following God. Nothing else will do; it’s all summarized as evil.

So maybe you are wondering where Jesus fits into all this. 

My father used to tell me that believing in Jesus was like bowing to a tselem, that’s the Yiddish word for idol.  Dad doesn’t yet believe in Jesus and he was taught against him. But what did Y’shua really say about idols and what did he do with worship?

Y’shua told everyone who was listening, that God was to be adored and worshiped. He wondered when people came and bowed themselves before him, what were they doing. Not that he refused worship, mind you, but he wondered if they knew what they were doing. Were they admitting that Jesus was actually God incarnate?

You see, the opposite of idolatry is the worship of the true God. And that’s what God always wanted. This makes sense personally too.

I need to remind myself that God is number one in my life.  Lots of things want me to give up what I know to be true about Jesus and to become like so many others. A Jewish man named Alex last week told me when he sees “Jews for Jesus” on our office sign or on the van, that he wants to vomit.  On the other side, in the church, some want me to quit being Jewish and go eat a ham sandwich with them. But today I, like Anne, want to identify with my people and with my Messiah. I am a Jew and I am a believer in Y’shua. 

Jesus is no tselem. He is not the idol who is so other-worldly that he cannot sympathize with our weaknesses. He was God who took on humanity and suffered like we do. In His death on the Roman cross, He smashed all idols of human invention. He took the punishment for our sins and opened the way for people-- all people-- to know right living with God, what the Bible calls ‘righteousness.’

The two sides of the Law: Freedom

 One final thing. In the last chapter (chapter 31. verse 21) we saw that the Ten Commandments were written by the finger of God.  In today’s lesson we read

Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand, tablets which were written on both sides; they were written on one side and the other. And the tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing engraved on the tablets. (15-16)

The writing was done by God onto the 10 commandments, pictured on the front of your bulletin, which looks an awful lot like the Cecil B DeMille version, doesn’t it?
[image: image1.wmf]
A couple things to note. The writing was done on both sides, but could be read by people on each side the same way. Like we could do with the letter “A” or “H”, but we could not do with “E”. Thus the mention of ‘one side and the other side.”

The writing was done by God, engraved the Bible says, on the tablets.

táOjU;lAh_lAo t…wërDj
Harut is the Hebrew word for engraved. Herut is the Hebrew word for liberty or freedom. Allow me to change the voweling on the text and translate it thus, “And the tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing, freedom on the tablets” In other words, the Word of God is what brings freedom.

During these troubled days of war and insurgence in Iraq, when freedom and return home for our troops continues to be a major news item each day, we turn our thoughts to freedom. And we rarely think that freedom comes with restrictions. Yet to the wise man, the truly free is one who is taught freedom and its guidelines. The truly free is one who is bound to the rules and joys of freedom. 

Y’shua said it this way, ““If you abide in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” (John 8.32)

Tomorrow is July 4th and in America it’s a day of celebration for freedoms won in 1776 and so many times since. 

French writer Alexis de Tocqueville, after visiting America in 1831, said, "I sought for the greatness of the United States in her commodious harbors, her ample rivers, her fertile fields, and boundless forests--and it was not there…Not until I went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits flame with righteousness did I understand the secret of her genius and power. America is great because America is good, and if America ever ceases to be good, America will cease to be great!" 
I say that to remind us of the good vs evil comments about Ronald Reagan. I say that to commend right living or righteousness to us. I say that to remind us of Jesus, our only mediator and Lord who gives us righteousness by faith. It’s not in the Law, and our obedience to a set of rules. Our relationship with God determines our freedom. It’s not how many rules you can break, although that sounds attractive to many of you who are teenagers here. Freedom comes from knowing the living God, being taught by Him and His word, and having those words engraved on our hearts. It’s in the Word of God that true freedom comes. We shall know the truth and that’s the truth about God and the truth about ourselves not being God, and that we desperately need God, That truth will set us free.

Anne, I’m proud of you today. And yesterday. And I trust tomorrow. Why? Because of your faith in the living God. He will keep you in His care. He will make you into a woman of God. 

And for the rest of you, on Anne’s special day, no matter who our heroes in sport or in ballet or in school or in life, we can only have one God and He is worth it all. 

Invitation

So, if you are not yet a believer, let me ask you a question. Have you met Jesus, the One who forgives sins? Do you know His forgiveness extends to all people and that includes you?  Will you become a follower of Y'shua today? He wants to change you from the inside, and to give you release from your own bondages to sin and self-centeredness. Transfer your sins into him and he will remove them from you. Pray and atonement is secured.

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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Ex. 32.1 ¶ Now when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people assembled about Aaron, and said to him,  “Come, make us a god who will go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 

Ex. 32.2 And Aaron said to them,  “Tear off the gold rings which are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 

Ex. 32.3 Then all the people tore off the gold rings which were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 

Ex. 32.4 And he took this from their hand, and fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it into a molten calf; and they said,  “This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt.” 

Ex. 32.5 Now when Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made a proclamation and said,  “Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD.” 

Ex. 32.6 So the next day they rose early and offered burnt offerings, and brought peace offerings; and the people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to play. 

Ex. 32.7 Then the LORD spoke to Moses,  “Go down at once, for your people, whom you brought up from the land of Egypt, have corrupted themselves. 

Ex. 32.8  “They have quickly turned aside from the way which I commanded them. They have made for themselves a molten calf, and have worshiped it, and have sacrificed to it, and said,  ‘This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt!’” 

Ex. 32.9 And the LORD said to Moses,  “I have seen this people, and behold, they are an obstinate people. 

Ex. 32.10  “Now then let Me alone, that My anger may burn against them, and that I may destroy them; and I will make of you a great nation.” 

Ex. 32.11 Then Moses entreated the LORD his God, and said,  “O LORD, why doth Thine anger burn against Thy people whom Thou hast brought out from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 

Ex. 32.12  “Why should the Egyptians speak, saying, With evil intent He brought them out to kill them in the mountains and to destroy them from the face of the earth? Turn from Thy burning anger and change Thy mind about doing harm to Thy people. 

Ex. 32.13  “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, Thy servants to whom Thou didst swear by Thyself, and didst say to them,  ‘I will multiply your descendants as the stars of the heavens, and all this land of which I have spoken I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” 

Ex. 32.14 So the LORD changed His mind about the harm which He said He would do to His people. 

Ex. 32.15 ¶ Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand, tablets which were written on both sides; they were written on one side and the other. 

Ex. 32.16 And the tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing engraved on the tablets. 

Ex. 32.17 Now when Joshua heard the sound of the people as they shouted, he said to Moses,  “There is a sound of war in the camp.” 

Ex. 32.18 But he said,  “It is not the sound of the cry of triumph, Nor is it the sound of the cry of defeat; But the sound of singing I hear.” 

Ex. 32.19 And it came about, as soon as Moses came near the camp, that he saw the calf and the dancing; and Moses’ anger burned, and he threw the tablets from his hands and shattered them at the foot of the mountain. 

Ex. 32.20 And he took the calf which they had made and burned it with fire, and ground it to powder, and scattered it over the surface of the water, and made the sons of Israel drink it. 

Ex. 32.21 ¶ Then Moses said to Aaron,  “What did this people do to you, that you have brought such great sin upon them?” 

Ex. 32.22 And Aaron said,  “Do not let the anger of my lord burn; you know the people yourself, that they are prone to evil. 

Ex. 32.23  “For they said to me,  ‘Make a god for us who will go before us; for this Moses, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.’ 

Ex. 32.24  “And I said to them,  ‘Whoever has any gold, let them tear it off.’ So they gave it to me, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf.” 

Ex. 32.25 ¶ Now when Moses saw that the people were out of control — for Aaron had let them get out of control to be a derision among their enemies — 

Ex. 32.26 then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said,  “Whoever is for the LORD, come to me!” And all the sons of Levi gathered together to him. 

Ex. 32.27 And he said to them,  “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel,  ‘Every man of you put his sword upon his thigh, and go back and forth from gate to gate in the camp, and kill every man his brother, and every man his friend, and every man his neighbor.’” 

Ex. 32.28 So the sons of Levi did as Moses instructed, and about three thousand men of the people fell that day. 

Ex. 32.29 Then Moses said,  “Dedicate yourselves today to the LORD — for every man has been against his son and against his brother — in order that He may bestow a blessing upon you today.” 

Ex. 32.30 ¶ And it came about on the next day that Moses said to the people,  “You yourselves have committed a great sin; and now I am going up to the LORD, perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” 

Ex. 32.31 Then Moses returned to the LORD, and said,  “Alas, this people has committed a great sin, and they have made a god of gold for themselves. 

Ex. 32.32  “But now, if Thou wilt, forgive their sin — and if not, please blot me out from Thy book which Thou hast written!” 

Ex. 32.33 And the LORD said to Moses,  “Whoever has sinned against Me, I will blot him out of My book. 

Ex. 32.34  “But go now, lead the people where I told you. Behold, My angel shall go before you; nevertheless in the day when I punish, I will punish them for their sin.” 

Ex. 32.35 Then the LORD smote the people, because of what they did with the calf which Aaron had made. 
____________________________________

Some thoughts from an Islamic moderate on ‘written’ and the place of Jews in Israel.
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Frontpage Interview's guest today is Prof. Khaleel Mohammed, Assistant Professor

at the Department of Religious Studies at San Diego State University.
FP: You are yourself a Muslim and yet, quite unconventionally amongst Islamic

clerics and scholars, you teach that the Koran says Israel belongs to the Jews.

Can you educate us on this Islamic teaching?

Mohammed: The Qur'an adumbrates several principles that hover around a common

theme: God does not love injustice and will assist those who are wrongly

treated. And it focuses so much on this that the person most mentioned in

the Qur'an is Moses -- who is presented as God's revolutionary, and who leads a

people despised and tormented for no other reason than that they worshipped God,

out of the land of bondage to the Promised Holy Land.

The Qur'an in Chapter 5: 20-21 states quite clearly: Moses said to his people: O

my people! Remember the bounty of God upon you when He bestowed prophets

upon you , and made you kings and gave you that which had not been given to

anyone before you amongst the nations. O my people! Enter the Holy Land which

God has written for you, and do not turn tail, otherwise you will be losers."

The Quran goes on to say why the Israelites were not allowed to enter the land

for forty years...but the thrust of my analysis is where Moses says that the

Holy Land is that which God has "written" for the Israelites. In both Jewish and

Islamic understandings of the term "written", there is the meaning of finality,

decisiveness and immutability. And so we have the Written Torah (unchangeable)

and the Oral Torah (which represents change to suit times). And in the Qur'an we

have "Written upon you is the fast"--to show that this is something that is

decreed, and which none can change. So the simple fact is then, from a

faith-based point of view: If God has "written" Israel for the people of Moses,

who can change this?

The Qur'an refers to the exiles, but leaves it open for return...saying to the

Jews that if they keep their promise to God, then God will keep the divine

promise to them. WE may argue that the present state of Israel was not created

in the most peaceful means, and that many were displaced--for me, this is not

the issue. The issue is that when the Muslims entered that land in the seventh

century, they were well aware of its rightful owners, and when they failed to

act according to divine mandate (at least as perceived by followers of all

Abrahamic faiths), they aided and abetted in a crime. And the present situation

shows the fruits of that action--wherein innocent Palestinians and Israelis are

being killed on a daily basis.

I also draw your attention to the fact that the medieval exegetes of

Qur'an--without any exception known to me--recognized Israel as belonging to the

Jews, their birthright given to them. Indeed, two of Islam's most famous

exegetes explained "written" from Quran 5:21 thus:

Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373) said: "That which God has written for you" i.e. That

which God has promised to you by the words of your father Israel that it is the

inheritance of those among you who believe" . Muhammad al-Shawkani (d.

1250/1834) interprets Kataba to mean "that which God has allotted and

predestined for you in His primordial knowledge, deeming it as a place of

residence for you" (1992, 2:41).

French writer Alexis de Tocqueville, after visiting America in 1831, said, "I sought for the greatness of the United States in her commodious harbors, her ample rivers, her fertile fields, and boundless forests--and it was not there. I sought for it in her rich mines, her vast world commerce, her public school system, and in her institutions of higher learning--and it was not there. I looked for it in her democratic Congress and her matchless Constitution--and it was not there. Not until I went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits flame with righteousness did I understand the secret of her genius and power. America is great because America is good, and if America ever ceases to be good, America will cease to be great!" 

Alexis de Tocqueville.
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