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Exodus 6:5-9




Pentecost 14 ~ Series A ~ August 21, 2005

Good News for Hard Times

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

That’s enough preacher man!  We don’t want to hear it and we won’t even begin to listen to you, so don’t start with us.  Why?  Well, we tell you this that you might begin to have an inkling of an understanding of what our life is like, and why our hopelessness causes our ears to close to your words.

The work never ends and one year follows upon another, just as one day comes and another goes.  The unrelenting heat saps the strength of the body.  The merciless years sap the spirit of men, women, and children.  The cold penetrates so deeply that it has touched our hearts.  The sun smites us by day and the moon by night.  The souls of all are calloused, cracked, and shriveled.

Old men groan as they wake to another day of backbreaking work.  Old women moan as they labor in the stubble fields.  Young men groan as lashes from the taskmaster’s whip bite into their shoulders.  Young women, heavy-laden with unborn children huff and pant as they trudge to the cucumber gardens for the gathering of the harvest.  Our children and grandchildren, forced into slave labor, have no more of a childhood than we or our ancestors did.

Everyone is bone-tired in mid-afternoon and still the day is but half done.  Hope?  Ha!  It evaporated in this foreign sun generations ago.  We have no dreams and no thoughts of deliverance.  The unchanging chains weigh more each year.  We are bound in them from the beginning and they are removed only after the end when death comes to inflict one last ripping—the division of body and soul.  Until we return to the dust from whence we came, we are but clay figures fashioning clay bricks for the cruel god of this land; one called Pharaoh. 

Perhaps, perhaps this griping resembles, somewhat, what life was like for those slaves fettered by Pharaoh beyond the Red Sea.  The sermon text is a portion of the Old Testament reading for this day.  Please listen to Exodus 6:5-9 under the theme of “Good News for Hard Times.”

“Moreover, I have heard the groaning of the Israelites, whom the Egyptians are enslaving, and I have remembered my covenant.  Therefore, say to the Israelites: ‘I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians.  I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment.  I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God.  Then you will know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians.  And I will bring you to the land I swore with uplifted hand to give to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob. I will give it to you as a possession.  I am the LORD.’”  

Moses reported this to the Israelites, but they did not listen to him because of their discouragement and cruel bondage.  Here ends the text.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, the called shepherd is sent to the congregation and he is under orders to bring the message of the LORD God’s Good News of a great joy, which will come to all the people, to those held in bondage.  Consider the words which Moses was to speak; words that are nothing but pure, sweet Gospel: “I will bring you out . . . I will free you . . . I will redeem you . . . I will take you as My own people . . . I will be your God.” 

What wonderful news to a pitiful people in an enslaved condition with a hopeless future!  But wait… this Good News continues, for Moses is not finished with the promises of the LORD.  The called shepherd indicates that after they have been taken “from,” they will be taken “to.”  In other words, after God delivers them from Pharaoh’s grip, then the Lord will take them to the land promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  “I will bring you to the land . . . I will give it to you.” 

Who would not want to hear this Good News?  We might well imagine someone to be insane not to welcome such a message of deliverance and hope.  However, the Bible records no glad reception of this Gospel on the part of the people—no joyous thoughts, no high-fives, no singing “alleluias” in Goshen. Rather, the Scriptures record this sad, sobering verse that follows our Old Testament lesson:  “Moses reported this to the Israelites, but they did not listen to him because of their discouragement and cruel bondage.”  

The chains of man had broken the spirit of the people and the devil-inspired false gods of Egypt fettered the souls of man, woman, and child, to such a degree that they did not want to and would not hear any word of Good News.  How does something as awful as this come about? 

Most certainly we could say that “faith comes from hearing” (Romans 10:17) and these people have refused to hear.  Therefore, the Gospel falls on deaf ears and does them no good.  Certainly we could quote the meaning to the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe that I cannot, by my own reason or strength, believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or come to Him, but the Holy Ghost has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified, and kept me in the true faith…” 

But let’s ponder these matters even deeper to find out the conditions that lead to such a closing of the ears.  There really are three, basic, deep-seated reactions from the prolonged experience of a broken spirit and cruel bondage when confronted with the promise of God’s deliverance, salvation, and eternal life.

First, there is anger at God for allowing the situation to take place at all.  And then, as time drags on without relief from the gnawing oppression, an ever-building hostility for failing to end the situation grows.  Finally resulting in an absolute refusal to have anything to do with or even acknowledge God or His Word of promise. 

For example, the atheist who hates God for not existing and is absolutely incensed if someone begins to speak about the certain hope of eternal life in Christ Jesus, the incarnate, crucified, and risen Son of God.  Or the man who became embittered and increasingly hostile as his Christian wife struggled with cancer for a long period of time before being called home to heaven by her Lord.  That man would become enraged and began cursing and blaspheming whenever anyone started to speak a word of God’s grace, mercy, and peace. 

No doubt, there were those on the far side of the Red Sea who closed their ears to such Good News, for indeed, “Moses reported this to the Israelites, but they did not listen to him because of their discouragement and cruel bondage.”  

The second reaction is that of numbing fear, where one is so frightened that he or she refuses to allow the thought of anyone caring or admit the possibility of any help available.  Consider children playing with matches, who start a fire and then run and hide in a closet because they are afraid.  Their loss is such a tragedy because help was right there, if only they’d called for it.  

Or ponder the little girl who was abducted in northern Idaho and shown on a video recording walking down the aisle of a convenience store.  She could have cried out or run, and would have been helped and rescued by anyone in or near that store, but she would not do it.  Why did she walk about without hope, especially when help was right there?  Because she was afraid, just as many have been throughout the centuries.  That is why “Moses reported this to the Israelites, but they did not listen to him because of their discouragement and cruel bondage.”  

The third reaction is probably the worst, namely, not caring.  There are those vacant eyes, the hopeless staring, and the inability to respond or react to either blessing or curse.  In all honesty, I’ve seen this look (from the viewpoint of this very pulpit).  It has happened during funeral sermons and it is seen in the faces of some family members of faithful Christians of this congregation.  

Such far-away faces show no signs acknowledging the Word of God’s peace in Christ through the forgiveness of sins.  You see, the more one becomes like a beast, the more that one doesn’t know it.  The continued neglect of anything that keeps the soul alive, or this non-caring can be brought about by the dulling effects of extended alcohol or drug abuse or simply because of continued discouragement or the cruel bondage to sin.  

Perhaps your have even identified yourself in one or more of these three—godless anger, frozen fear, and dull apathy, though, most likely, not to the extremes given.  Dear friends, please do not close your ears to what is about to be said.  That is, please, I beg you to accept the invitation to repent and listen to the Good News in the rest of this sermon.

What about God in all of this?  In the face of such reactions what is the LORD going to do as a result?  Well, we know that His Word goes forth to accomplish His purpose and we know that the LORD cannot lie.  Therefore, He is going to keep His promises.  

The Lord has heard the groaning of His people and therefore He sets about to free them from the burden of the laws.  He will bring them out from under the burdens of their oppressors.  He will deliver them from death in an alien land.  He will redeem them by stretching out His mighty arm to open the Red Sea.  He will take them to be His people and will be their God.  He will lead His congregation to a land flowing with milk and honey, and let them take possession of it.

If asked, “Why?”, no doubt you would reply, “Well, God has promised and He keeps His Word, despite man’s unbelief and sin.”  This is most certainly true, and yet the promise given was not just those words spoken to Moses.  The promise goes back to Jacob and then to Isaac and then to Abraham.  For it was also from Abraham and his descendants that the Messiah would come.  From a people held in bondage would come both deliverance for them and the Deliverer for all, you and me included.  From the children of Israel redemption would draw near and from them the Redeemer would be born for all people, you and me included.

Thus, the LORD heard the groaning of the people whom the Pharaoh of hell, Satan, kept in bondage.  And God remembered His promise to send the Savior.  Thus the Christ is incarnate by the Holy Spirit and Jesus is born nine months later.  This is the Lord’s way of saying, “I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from the burdens of the preachers of the law and I will deliver you from their sins that bind the soul with eternal chains.” 

At the right time, some thirty years later, Jesus stretched out His arms, redeeming the world by taking the sins of the world upon Himself.  On the cross, in the greatest act of Judgment, the Son of God hung in the docket and was smitten by God with the divine penalty that stood against all of us. 

It is because of this Good News that we are able to be His people and that He is our God.  According to His Word, the Lord leads us to and through the water of Baptism wherein we are crucified with Christ.  We are made a part of His Church that He leads from the land of bondage, and through the wilderness of this world, and to paradise where we will forever be with the Father and the † Son and the Holy Spirit, as well as Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. 

In the meantime, we continue to be gathered in the Presence of the LORD and receive His gifts.  We are forgiven in His Name.  We hear His continued Word of grace, mercy and peace.  And we commune with Christ at His Table. 

Dear friends, may our Lord’s richest blessings in Christ crucified, risen. and ascended ever be yours as you continue to open your ears and hear His “Good News for Hard Times.”  May God grant this to us all.  Amen.  

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

