“A New King Who Did Not Know Joseph”

Exodus 1:1-22

January 1, 2012

Read Exodus 1:1-22

Here we are beginning a new year. It seems a little odd to be starting something that looks backwards at a time when we are all attuned to looking forward. Some of you may be wondering why we are going back to the Old Testament and Exodus when today is normally a day to talk about the Magi and the events that followed Jesus’ birth. In fact, some of you may be wondering why we bother with the Old Testament at all – wasn’t Jesus a game-changer, making everything that had gone before irrelevant, or at least, less relevant?

In short: yes, Jesus was a game-changer. However, it is really important to recognize Jesus did not change the game being played; instead, he changed the course of the game being played by fulfilling God’s promises and revealing God’s heart for his people. We only understand the fullness of God’s love expressed in Jesus when we see it in light of the promises and revelation of the Old Testament.
That is why we will spend time this year in Exodus. God’s defining act prior to the incarnation in Jesus Christ was the Exodus from slavery in Egypt, a foreshadowing of Jesus’ deliverance of God’s people from slavery to sin and death. In Deuteronomy, after the great Shema – “Hear O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise” – after that, Moses said, “When your children ask you in time to come, ‘What is the meaning of the decrees and the statutes and the ordinances that the LORD our God has commanded you?’ then you shall say to your children, ‘We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. The LORD displayed before our eyes great and awesome signs and wonders against Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his household. He brought us out from there in order to bring us in, to give us the land that he promised on oath to our ancestors.” (Deuteronomy 6) God was saying, “Remember this. Remember what I have done.”
There is a richness to God’s story that is missed if we do not see how the Old Testament leads directly to Jesus. Further, it is easy to misconstrue God’s purpose and plan if all we do is take Jesus in isolation; the trajectory of God’s plan and self-revelation is seen over the time that culminated in Jesus’ walk to the cross and victory over the grave.

You may be thinking, “That’s all well and good for a course in religious studies, but what does all this have to do with me?”

Good question. Exodus is all about God’s people learning to live by faith. It is a lesson we need to hear, review, and apply. 
When we read Exodus, most of us know the outcome. (Spoiler alert: they get away.) That takes away from some of the drama and suspense – as well as the richness of the example – of the experience of God’s people. Even though it was thousands of years ago, the period of the Exodus was not entirely dissimilar to our own. It was a time of discontinuous change; that is, the way the people had been brought up, the customs and patterns they had known, were going to be altered in a way that could not have been predicted or foreseen. They had to adapt to new realities of their circumstances: from being a settled population to a nomadic population, from being accountable to Pharaoh to walking by faith, from existing to living in total dependence upon God. 
In hindsight, the revelation of God’s hand through the actions in Exodus make perfect sense and are told in a linear narrative. In other words, we can see the development of where God was leading throughout. Living it forward, on the other hand, was a completely different matter. Living the experience of total dependence upon God was not something that could happen in a comfortable arm chair; it often required uncomfortable and unreasonable steps of faith. As the Hebrew people learned, God’s ways are not our ways and God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, but we need to be open to God’s direction rather than demand God fit into our preconceived notion of how things ought to be. I have said it often, but it bears repeating at the beginning of this series, at the beginning of this year: God is God, and we are not. The things the people of Israel lived through did not make sense in human terms; but when their eyes opened to what God was doing, they were amazed. 
A life of faith often defies common sense or popular wisdom. The best description of this experience may come from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians where he wrote, 

For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.
As a community of Jesus’ disciples, we are faced with the same relationship with the world. Skeptics want signs and scholars want wisdom, yet both reject the testimony we have to share in the gospel of Jesus Christ crucified for us. We live in a day and time in which faith in God is something which is – at best – tolerated. More often than not, our culture discourages talk of faith. We are told it is fine to have a personal faith so long as it does not impinge on someone else and so long as it does not make us different than anyone else. Many of you grew up in a time when the Ten Commandments were posted in school rooms and office buildings; now, they have been removed. Many of you grew up in a time in which self-sacrifice, morals, and striving for excellence were considered virtues; now, self-gratification, satisfying lusts and striving for advantage are considered best practices. There was a cartoon making its way around Facebook; three kids sitting outside a school principal’s office. They are obviously comparing the reasons why they were sent to the office: the first, “I said the sh word,”; the second, “I said the “F word,” and the third, “I said, “Christmas.” 
Further, we live in a time when a more settled people have changed to a more nomadic existence. This congregation is an anomaly in that many of you have lived in your homes for more than seven years; some of you are chuckling because you have lived there for more than twenty, thirty, and some forty years. We do not know our neighbors because we do not have the time or energy to keep up with the revolving door. 

Thus, the narrative of the Exodus – and how God reveals himself in the midst of times of discontinuous change – is particularly relevant to us in our culture today. For Chula Vista Presbyterian Church, the narrative is poignant and applicable because we are experiencing God’s faithfulness in delivering us through a burden and a journey we have taken together: specifically, the mortgage on the Family Life Center. It sounds strange to spiritualize such a mundane thing like a mortgage, but the reality is that this mortgage has had a profound impact on the life of this congregation. It is approximately a quarter of our operating budget and we are aware of it in every decision session makes. It has impacted our mission giving, our programming decisions, and has been a spiritual yolk on the shoulders. As we approach the final payment, there seems to be an expectation things will be much smoother and easier. However, if Exodus is any kind of template, the relief of the burden of slavery was immediately followed by life in the desert. The people needed to learn what it meant to live trusting God to be God and learning what it meant to live as God’s people. 

In short: the power of God is revealed in the midst of trust in the present, and faith is lived forward by remembering God’s revelation in the past. Again: faith is looking with eyes to see God’s trustworthiness in the present, hoping in God for the future by remembering God’s faithfulness in the past.
All of this brings us back to Exodus. We begin the narrative of this journey with two simple truths: those who forget God do so at their own peril; those who remember and fear God find themselves participating in the drama of God’s self revelation. The first chapter sets the stage for the drama to unfold.

The Difference Between Not Remembering and Remembering

Pharaoh

The first paragraph of Exodus reminds us of the history we read a few years back in Genesis. It goes through the names of the sons of Jacob – also known as Israel, meaning, “you have striven with God and with humans and have prevailed” – and alluded to the account of how Jacob’s family arrived in Egypt. Jacob’s grandfather, Abraham, had been promised descendants “more numerous than the stars.” Abraham had one son, Isaac, who had twin sons, Jacob and Esau, and then Jacobs descendants “were fruitful and prolific; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them.” Exodus begins by emphasizing how God made his promise to Abraham come true. The question is whether we remember. 
Then, the second paragraph begins the contrast. “Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.” It was as if Joseph’s generation was a long time ago and the experience Egypt had with the blessings God extended through Joseph were just myths, stories and legends. What had Joseph’s God done for Egypt recently? 
That poses a question perhaps never considered by the Pharaoh; this was a new king and a new kingdom. Joseph’s God may not have been a thought. It is difficult to nail down with certainty which Pharaoh was being described, but the sense that this was a change more than just a successor; this seems to have been the rise of a new power player within Egypt. 
The amazing thing about the Bible is how true it is in revealing man’s character. When Pharaoh did not know Joseph – when he failed to remember God’s blessing – look at what happened: Pharaoh acted out of fear and tried to control things. “He said to his people, ‘Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and powerful than we. Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, join our enemies and fight against us and escape from our land.” What had come to Egypt as a blessing was now considered to be a burden and a curse. Not understanding, knowing, or fearing God led to a skewed perspective on reality. Pharaoh could not see things clearly – or, perhaps better stated – the things he thought he saw so clearly were different than he understood.
I get that. 
I have found in the times in my life when I have strayed from God – whether literally or if I just go through the motions for awhile –Pharaoh’s attitude comes very quickly and naturally. I begin to try to sort my life into areas I can control. I am afraid things will not turn out as I wish and start making plans and strategies to make things work for me. Inevitably, it leads to choices that are self-serving and self-defeating. The illustration of sheep is apt: head down, minding my own business, I can get consumed with what is immediately in front of me and have no sense that I am wandering away. I do not realize how far I have gone until the weight and silence of the distance becomes unbearable. Then, I get angry with God for not being there for me. 

There are two ways to go at that point: one is the maturity of faith which reminds me of God’s goodness and drives me to my knees in prayer and repentance. The other, which was the road Pharaoh would take, is for our hearts to get harder against God. As Pharaoh would discover, the more we try to control without God, the more we find ourselves struggling against circumstances beyond our power.
Shiphrah and Puah

In contrast to the description of Pharaoh’s futility resulting from forgetting God comes the description of two Hebrew women, midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, who feared God more than they feared Pharaoh. (For those of you interested in such things, Shiphrah meant “Fair One” and Puah meant “Fragrant One”.)  Summoned to the Pharaoh, they were instructed to evaluate each child born to a Hebrew woman; the sons they were to kill, the daughters would be allowed to live. 

Yes, this was Old Testament genocide that was being ordered by the Pharaoh. Pharaoh did not want to wipe out all the cheap labor; rather, he simply wanted to effect population control. More importantly for our purposes, this was a human attempt by the Pharaoh to take action which– whether or not Pharaoh was aware – would have served to diminish the promises of God. Pay attention here: we are often unaware of the spiritual consequences of our own selfish and sinful behavior. 
The women, to their credit, refused to obey Pharaoh. They let the boys live. Summoned again, they were called to account for failing to abide by Pharaoh’s orders. These two heroic women stand as examples of the conviction of faith. They valued fidelity to God more than their own personal safety, comfort, or job security. They had to make a choice: would they trust God or would they capitulate to the pressure of the moment?

These were women who remembered and feared God. They had eyes to see the truth, in large part because of their calling and vocation. They saw and experienced God’s blessing in the birth of children; and as their experience and training accumulated, so also their strength to make faithful choices grew.

Making faithful choices takes practice. Few people start their faith walk by defying Pharaoh or – in today’s world – by standing up to withering scrutiny and criticism. Consider for a moment Tim Tebow, the Denver Broncos quarterback whose character has transcended sport into a national dialogue about the propriety of publicly exercising devotion to God. For Tebow, this is nothing new; for a new Christian, the heat he has taken would be withering. But Tebow, having seen God’s hand at work throughout the course of his life, is able to understand and withstand the pressure to back down. The pressure to be popular in the moment is so much less valuable than the approval of God. The pressure to be pleasing to Pharaoh was so much less valuable to these women than the approval of God. 

Now, to be clear: Tebow’s faith does not guarantee NFL success. The women’s faith did not stop Pharaoh. Undeterred, Pharaoh issued a more broad command: to throw all newborn boys into the Nile. That sets the stage for the birth of Moses, which we will pick up next week. 
Communion
The upshot from this morning is that we move forward first by remembering. Remembering means more than having a fond or sentimental reflection; it means actively embracing the reality of God’s revelation. It means making choices on the foundation of God’s faithfulness regardless of the pressures of the world. For us, it means gathering around this table in remembrance of Jesus Christ. It means actively embracing the reality of God’s love expressed for us in Christ’s body broken for us, Christ’s blood shed for us, and Christ’s resurrection victory given to us as a gift of grace. We embrace that reality – not as a community myth or legend, but as the hope which calls us forward. 
In hard times when God is not remembered, in hard times when the virtues of faith are repressed as if they were vices, in hard times when things are changing more rapidly than we think we can handle, it is important we set our sights on God. God is calling us, God is leading us, and God will be our destination. Let us remember and fear God in 2012. Amen.
8:30 Prayer, Invitation to Communion

10:00 This Is A Day of New Beginnings (Methodist #383 – all 5 verses)
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