“Arguing With God”

Exodus 4:1-17

January 29, 2012

Read Exodus 4:1-17
If you were just joining the series today, you could probably understand the argument between these two friends; however, when you realized that one of the friends was God – the eternal God, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob – you might think to yourself, “Whoa, wait a minute. Why is Moses – a hero of the Old Testament and an example of how you are supposed to follow God – arguing with God?”

Good question.

Let us take a moment to remember how we got here. Exodus picked up the story a couple of hundred years after the end of the book of Genesis, after Joseph’s death. The Hebrew people were still in Egypt. They had been prolific in population growth. The new Egyptian king was nervous about an insurrection from within the borders. In order to consolidate power and prevent an uprising by the Hebrew people, he ordered all newborn Hebrew boys be thrown into the Nile. 
Moses was born at that time. His mother hid him for three months. When she could not hide him any longer,  she “threw” him into the Nile in an ark made of pitch and tar, and had his sister watch as he floated along. He was discovered by the king’s daughter. Instead of throwing him into the river, she had him pulled to safety, claimed him for her own, and Moses’ sister orchestrated an arrangement whereby Moses’ mother would be compensated for nursing him. 

As he grew up, Moses felt alien to both his living arrangement – in the Pharaoh’s household – and to his birth community. At one point, he intervened when he saw an Egyptian striking a Hebrew worker. Moses “struck” the Egyptian – the same word – but apparently with a bit more lethal accuracy. The Egyptian died. Moses tried to cover it up unsuccessfully. Realizing the deed was known, he fled into exile.
He went into the desert. Sitting at an oasis, he intervened to help some young women who were being harassed and intimidated from watering their flocks. They turned out to be the daughters of Jethro, a priest in Midian. Jethro welcomed Moses into his home, granted his daughter Zipporah to Moses in marriage, and celebrated the birth of their son, Gershom.

After a long time, while the Hebrew people were still suffering increasing oppression at the hands of their Egyptian taskmasters, Moses was minding his own business, tending Jethro’s flocks. Moses was settled in his new life, settled in his new land, and settled in his new vocation. He was safe, secure, and settled. That is when God intervened, encountering Moses in the burning bush. 
I rehearse that history with you in order to give a feel for why Moses persisted in his, “Are you kidding me?” responses to God’s call. It was not like a play where Moses was waiting off-stage for the cue of the burning bush to walk from behind the curtain as the hero to save the Hebrews. Moses was remarkably like many of us: reluctant to respond to God’s call because it does not make sense to us, it does not seem likely to succeed, and it would require us to give up all the comfort and security we worked so hard to get.
Last week, when we looked at the first part of this conversation with the burning bush, we saw Moses protest, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?” Paraphrasing God, “It does not matter who you are; I will be with you and that’s sufficient.” Paraphrasing Moses, “And who are you? It is great that you are the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob; but the Egyptian gods seem to have been winning for quite a while now.” God replied, “I am God. I am being God.” In other words, “just because you do not understand or see how, the fact is that I am being God in the way that I am being God.” God then went on to explain how he had heard his people cry, he had seen their oppression, and how he would – now – intervene to lead them out of Egypt into a land flowing with milk and honey.
Today’s text continued that conversation. In fact, it begins with Moses’ immediate response to God’s promise to deliver the people from oppression. As we go through this first part, it is important to know that the word translated in our version as “believe” also has an element of “trust” implied in it. In other words, when Moses protested, “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me, but say, ‘The LORD did not appear to you,” he was raising a legitimate objection: why would the Hebrew people trust Moses?
Imagine if Ryan Leaf or Bernie Madoff showed up here and reported, “I saw Jesus. He said he wanted me to lead you out of Chula Vista because he is giving us Canada.” How many of you would be inclined to believe and respond? When someone has been discredited or left to avoid prosecution, their return claiming divine appointment is unlikely to be met with a favorable response. 
The truth is, even the most trusted leader would be viewed suspiciously if they tried to communicate the message Moses was called to deliver. In many ways this is precisely the reason why we do not share our faith easily with others. As soon as you move from, “this is what I believe” to “thus sayeth the LORD,” you begin to get looks like there is something wrong with you, that you are imagining things, or you have an inflated view of yourself. 
Trust

For what it is worth, note that God does not deny that Moses would get that reaction, nor does God say that Moses was being unreasonable However, God also did not say that the people should simply trust Moses. Instead, he gave Moses three signs to perform that were manifestations of power beyond what humans have available to them; in short, God would demonstrate the truth of Moses’ claim that he had encountered God by deeds showing that God was with him. Moses would not be trusted on the basis of his own credibility, Moses would be trusted because God would demonstrate that God was trustworthy.

Trust is a big deal. Trust is faith in action. It is one thing to know God is real intellectually; it is a slightly more intense thing to appreciate there is a relationship between the concept of God and the decisions we make; and then there is huge step to acting on the conviction that God is who he says he is. 
For anyone raised in the church in a culturally passive sort of way, this is the moment we fear most. We fear that God is going to tell us to go do something we do not want to do, in front of people we do not want to judge us because we know the judgment will be accurate and embarrassing. Or, it will involve doing something which requires us to leave our comfort zone and the home and people we have enjoyed to enter into a conflicted situation that will be extraordinarily tense and uncertain. 
In short, we like the God whom we believe “wants us to be happy.” We are less pleased with the God who says, “I am sending you, and I will be with you.” We trust the God who wants us to be happy, but do we still trust him when he wants to send us?

Let me confess to you: I encounter this dilemma each week I prepare a sermon. Standing up here saying, “Thus sayeth the LORD,” is a daunting task. It is humbling. It is always nice to be affirming in a sermon. It is not fun to challenge or rebuke you. Preparing each week is an ongoing exercise of awareness of my unworthiness to speak for God; your awareness of my unworthiness – as in, “who is he to say that; how can he say that when he…; oh, yeah, but how about when you do this…” – and my complete and utter reliance on God to make these words meaningful. 
It is only because I am able to believe God and trust that God is with me that I am able to stand here. That faith is based on my own experience, but more importantly, on Scripture’s revelation of God’s faithfulness. Although I sometimes still ask for signs and clarity, I am able to go forward without because I know God has been faithful – and is the same, yesterday, today, and forever. 

All Moses had was a recollection of the oral history he had been given in Egypt many years before and his conscious awareness in the presence of the burning bush. So, God gave him signs to present before the people – tangible expressions of power – that would verify that he had encountered the living God. What were the three signs? The three signs were Moses’ rod turning into a snake, Moses’ affliction via skin disease and instant cleansing from affliction, and the blood in the Nile. Let’s look at each of these briefly:

Snake

Why a snake? First, ever since the dawn of time, snakes have freaked out most people. If you drop a snake into a room, it will get people’s attention. However, because this is the Bible and because this is God, you have the sense that perhaps there was more going on?
In the Ancient Near East, serpents were symbols of special wisdom, fertility and healing. In Egypt, snakes were worshiped. By throwing down his staff and having it turn into a snake, God was showing Moses (and by implication, the Israelites who would be questioning whether Moses had actually seen God) that God was with Moses, God had power over nature, and was more powerful than the gods worshiped by the Egyptians. As for Moses, he was to pick up the snake by the tail. This detail may seem insignificant to us; to Moses, this was another of the “are you kidding me?” moments: normally, if one were to pick up a snake with unknown but presumed poisonous qualities, one would pick it up immediately behind the head so the snake could not whip around and sink its fangs in. God told Moses to pick it up by the tail, in essence saying once more, “trust me.” Moses was then to explain that this sign was to help the Hebrew, “so that they may believe that YAHWEH, the God of their ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob has appeared to you.” 
You might want to make a mental footnote here; this is one of the signs that Moses performed in front of Pharaoh in advocating for Pharaoh to let the Hebrew people go.


Leprosy

Without waiting for Moses’ reply, God continued on. “Put your hand inside your cloak.” When Moses removed his hand, it was leprous (as the NRSV has it, though the word is more generally akin to a skin disease). Skin diseases like leprosy were terrifying in the ancient world because they had no cure and were generally thought to indicate disfavor with a god. 
You can only imagine what Moses’ heart rate was like as he pulled his hand out and saw the disease. Then, to make matters worse, God told him to put his hand back in his cloak – which is the last thing someone with diseased skin would do. Upon discovery of the diseased hand, a person would try to keep it separate from any other exposed skin to avoid having it spread. Again, God was saying to Moses, “trust me.” Instantly diseased, instantly healed.

Unlike the staff, this is not a sign performed by Moses again in Egypt. It may have been a bit of a wakeup call for Moses; in other words, God was not pleased with Moses’ continuing reluctance and it was a divine shot across Moses’ bow. The only other time this comes up in the context of Moses is after the Exodus and in the desert, when Moses’ sister Miriam and his brother Aaron question whether Moses was the only divinely appointed messenger of God. Miriam was struck with leprosy and Moses interceded before God on her behalf. (Numbers 12:9-15).
Note the variation in God’s comments about the purpose of this sign: here, God said to Moses, “If they will not believe you or heed the first sign, they may believe the second sign. If they will not believe even these two signs or heed you, then …” the third sign. The important point here is the expectation that Moses would be heeded. He would be heeded – not because of any merit of his own, but rather – because God was with him. 

Blood in the Nile

The third sign was that Moses would take water from the Nile – thus, he had to be in Egypt to perform this sign – and pour it on dry ground, and it would turn to blood. This would end up being the first of the ten “mighty acts” demonstrating the presence of YAHWEH with Moses in Egypt. 
It is important to remember that these signs were not intended to be permanent changes in nature; that is, Moses’ staff was not always going to be a snake, his hand was not always going to be diseased, nor would the water of the Nile be perpetually blood. They were designed to demonstrate something far more important than the phenomena; they were designed to demonstrate the powerful presence of God.

Within the scope of the narrative, these are good markers for us to see how God was present. For us, what are the markers we use to see whether God is present today? Do we need miracles? Do we need to feel something; whether emotional, spiritual or physical? Do we need comfort and security? Do we need affirmation and assurance? How do you believe the un-prove-able? What signs do we have?
John Calvin had two marks or signs of the church: where the Word is rightly preached and the sacraments were rightly administered. John Knox, a Scot who is recognized as a Presbyterian Patriarch, added to Calvin’s two signs a third, where ecclesiastical discipline is uprightly effected – vice is repressed and virtue nourished. Think about it for a moment: 

· It is a miracle as many of you as are here get up on a Sunday morning to gather together in the name of Jesus Christ for the purpose of worship – singing God’s praises, lifting our prayers before God, and hearing the gospel message proclaimed for your hearing and edification. 
· It is a miracle that we celebrate the sacraments – baptism and the Lord’s Supper – in the way Christ commanded two thousand years after they were first instituted.

· It is a wonder that we allow ourselves to be held accountable by others within the context of this “voluntary” organization. We have no human authority other than persuasive authority; yet we commit ourselves to hold one another accountable by encouraging each other in the ways of righteousness and discouraging one another from persisting in sin. 

That those three things are still evident today – no matter how strong or weak – are signs to us that God is present with us. We can take comfort that the promises of Scripture are true because God has given us these tangible signs of his ongoing power and presence.
Whatever.
Getting back to Moses, he was a tough audience. He was not through objecting. Moses’ final excuse for hesitating was ripe with irony. “I am not eloquent,” he stated clearly. How rich! You get the impression Moses was being sincere about this, but it barely passed the straight-face test. Seriously, as God pointed out, God was able to make Moses speak at all, so it should be safe to assume that he was able to make his mouth speak eloquently when God needed him to speak well. Further, Moses has had no difficulty communicating his objections to God. 

By this point, you might have thought Moses would have picked up an appreciation for his being selected. No. And this brings us to a section that has always confused me.
In verse 13, the NRSV translates it, “But he [Moses] said, ‘O my Lord, please send someone else.’ Then the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses and he said, ‘What of your brother Aaron the Levite?’” That transition from anger to capitulation on God’s part never made sense to me. In looking at this and studying it, I think the NRSV has missed a nuance.  A more literal translation of Moses here would be, “O my Lord, send whomever you want.” Perhaps it is because I have lived through teenage girls that I understand this differently; the voice here is of defeated resignation by Moses. “OK, God, you win. Whatever. Send whomever you want, and I guess that means me. Because you want me, that’s what you will get. I will go and you will see that I am right.”

As a parent there is nothing more irritating than a condescending teenager who knows everything. God correctly recognized that Moses was humoring him.  

Just to be clear, Moses did not win here. Moses did not defeat God’s purpose in sending him. God’s anger with Moses was for Moses’ disbelief. Aaron was not a compromise or a capitulation on God’s part. Aaron was provided in response to Moses willingness to obedient even in the midst of disbelief. And the point here is this: sometimes we need to be obedient without understanding, or obedient without being assured of success in terms we would recognize. 
Faith is the willingness to obey – to trust and believe – even when we do not, even when it is improbable, even when it does not make sense. Ultimately, is that not how God has revealed his great love for us: we believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ from the grave. We trust in the resurrection even when we do not, even when we wrestle with the improbability of defeating death, and even when we cannot make sense of it. We are blessed in our obedience of faith even when we cannot give confident voice to it.
God calls us to trust him. God leads us in when we trust him. God draws us to himself when we trust him.  We argue because we think in terms of our own lives as the center of things; we obey because we are blessed to fit in with God’s self-revelation of his great love for us. 

So, going out today, what do you take? Trust God. Trust God and look for the signs he has given to demonstrate his presence with us. Trust that God has called us through the Word proclaimed, through the Sacraments rightly administered, and through the life of the church. Trust God even when we do not trust God. Amen. 
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