Exodus 34: 5-8 — Appearance isn’t the important timg (7.3.10pm)

Just after | became a Christian | went on a yowewpfe's mission in Ripon, in
North Yorkshire. We were a group of late teenagaosibing about the countryside
in an old mini-bus and bedding down for the weeknnold church hall a couple of
minute’s walk from the town centre. The things yeyrepared to do when you're
young! Anyway we were on a mission and we wantegetaeople talking about
God, so that we could explain the gospel to theonw& had a questionnaire asking
people what they thought about God and who theyghbJesus was.

Of course we had people refusing to talk, we haxpleetotally denying the
existenceof God, but mosivere willing to listen politely to what we had to say,
‘cos we're like that in Yorkshire!

We also had people who said, ‘Oh yeah | know adudlésod, | used to go to
church when | was young, and my mam and dad still gsed to read the Bible,
and | know all | need to know.’

And you know there are a lot of people in our copmtho would say that kind of
thing. ‘I know all Ineedto know about God — | know what he’s like becauge |
been to church, I've heard the stories about Jéseding the crowds with bread
and fish and all that, I've sung Amazing Grace, Bvelread Psalm 23. | think
they’re all very nice. | know what this Christiayig all about. | understand who
God is.’

But ask them further and you soon realise whatdly behind what they’re saying
— ‘I know God — he’s religious; I've been to churetho my brother’'s wedding and
my grandad’s funeral; I've heard stories about esat school in a lesson once;
I've sung hymns — well stood there listening ‘caBdn’t know the tune; and
somebody said they’d read Psalm 23 once and samlsiigood.’

OK, so what they say is an attempt to hide tlggiorance

But so-called church-goers — those who go to chguite regularly — might also
say they know all about God, just because theego to church. ‘Oh yes’ they’ll
say ‘| understand the Bible — I've read all abood@nd I've heard so many
sermons now, yes, | think I'm there, | know Goddd3s nice and neatly all
packaged up, they’ve got Gaidl worked out, here’sthe God | know about in this
little box here. I've found out what God is likeserted!
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This is such alangerousposition to get into — thinking that we know ablcaut
God. How can we say we knowall? How can God fit into odittle minds? It'd
be like someone trying to cram all they need foranth’s holiday into a suitcase
one foot square — it's not going to happen. Howwarsay we know all there is to
know about God? Oh yes, we can say we know allvewat to know about God,
but we can never say we knal there isto know about God — it doesn’t work
like that.

Anyone who says that they know all they need tonkabout God is maybe
deluding themselves, but they aertainly limiting God — and this is very
dangerous. God can't be packed in a neat box &b&Hod’ — God is too big. How
big is the God/ou know? Don’t limit yourself to knowing what you kwanow,
what your little mind can understand now — thesgsnuchmore to God than you
will ever know in your lifetime. That’s the excigrthing about being a Christian —
always learning new things about God.

But Godhasgiven us the Bible; he inspired men from differbatkgrounds to
write down whahe feels our minds can understand at the momentin finesent
state. So we can get to know God in ways that andsncan take in. So what is
your idea of God at this moment? Do you think you've lgon all worked out?
You've got him sussed. | want to encourage youmatose your minds — keep
them open to learn more about him.

| want us to look at a few verses this evening whetl us something of what God
Is like. Turn with me, if you will, to the book @&xodus — the second book of the
Bible — chapter 33, starting at verse 18. [P. ....... ]

You'll remember that Moses was the leader of theppeof Israel, God’s chosen
people; he’'d gone to Pharaoh in Egypt where thag waptive and had got them
released (Exodus 12); God had led them into thertlasd to Mount Sinai, where
God had given Moses the Ten Commandments, as estord&Exodus 20; he gave
Moses two tablets of stone inscribed by the firfe®od. But when Moses came
back from Mount Sinai, he found that his people gatfed up waiting for him and
had turned away from God and had made a goldenataltiol and were
worshipping it (Exodus 32). Moses got angry andkerthe stone tablets.

So here in our passage we find Moses has retugméteunountain and is speaking
to God. (pause)

We live in a world where what people value is asiyperficial. Beauty is only skin
deep. Celebrity Cheryl Cole’s marriage to foothhaflshley Cole is over. 2
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So | suppose she’ll be looking for a new man. Befmy of you get on the phone,
thinking of applying, | wouldn’t bother. (Sorry ttash all your hopes!) None of us
are pretty enough to appear in all those photogltirave to take. Why do you
never see a celebrity’s partner who looks norniad, you and me? Why are they
all (in the world’s eyes) handsome, attractivettgrenice teeth, wonderful hair,
spotless? Because — second only to how much mbegive got — appearance is
everything.

Appearance is distraction. Appearancesn’t the important thing — you ask any
happily-married couple who have lasted the tesinod — how someonleoks is
not the important thing. Wendy wouldn’t have mé if/as.

Moses asks in verse 18 to be able to see God'g.dH&r wants to see almighty
God, he wants to see what he looks like, he wantstG stand before him so he
can see him.

God says no. God doesn’t let Moses see his faca Wagasses by in front of him.
Moses can only see his back. God is saying, ‘Itdahyou get dazzled by my
glory, Moses; knowvho | am.” How God looks is not the important thing.
Appearance is a distraction. God says ‘Don’'t wainput how | look, you need to
knowwho | am, my character — that's what's important,” and agphsses by
Moses, verse 6, he proclaims his name and telleMall about his character, who
he is and what he is like.

Don’t get bogged down or distracted by wonderin@iv@od looks like — all the
pictures and paintings in the world wiléver be able to capture all there is to know
about God — coming back to what we were sayingegarlitcan’t be done, so we
shouldn’t even try. How God looks is not importanwho and what he is, is.

Let’s spend the rest of our time this evening tlo@king at what verses 6 and 7 tell
us about God - this is what was important for Mdedshow God, so it’s just as
important so thatve might know God. [Re-read verses 6,7]

Thiswhole book[hold up] is inspired by God. The apostle Pauksayhis letter to
Timothy, *All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaghrebuking,
correcting and training in righteousness, so tha than of God may be thoroughly
equipped for every good worlR2'Timothy 3:16-17. But here we're reading the
recorded words dBod himself— sosurely we must take notice of this — this is
God telling us what is important to know about himsalfthat we can have the
personal relationship with him that he createdous f
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1. ‘the compassionate and gracious Go@od is compassionate and gracious.
These two descriptions are put together 13 timéisarOld Testament, and 11 of
those occasions are talking about God. Compassi@mat gracious. | was saying
this morning that one of my Christmas presentsavlasok which explains the
meanings of the words used in the original writinglich | find incredibly
interesting, and | pray that the way | use it W#lp in all our understanding of
God.

The word translated asompassion’here was the Hebrew which was used for a
mother’s love for her newborn childpwerful overflowing love for her child at its
most vulnerable, most helpless. That child has amtleing todeservethis love —

it may not be pretty, it cries all night, causegkymeeds feeding and fills its nappy
— but mum loves it. A consuming love which is goas, a grace that forgives all
that is wrong in that newborn child.

Our English word compassion implies coming alongsidmeone who suffering
in some way, getting alongside them, showing th@me Bnd concern — this is
compassion, understanding suffering.

God is compassionate; he loves as a mother herarawehild — unconditionally,
even sacrificially; when we’re at our most helplassl vulnerable, he loves us;
when we’re suffering, perhaps at our lowest ebbrandt needy, God comes
alongside us and has compassion — he is closevwwhers we need him most.

Combined with God’s compassion is hisice Over 60 times in the Old Testament
we read of God'’s gracious nature, of his grace r&@ember that grace means
‘love for the undeserving’ ‘love for the unlovehDavid says in Ps 103)e [God]
does not treat us as our sins deserve or repaycasrding to our iniquities ...’

God shows love to people despite their neglecteaeah rejection of him. Someone
said ‘There is no reason given for grace but grace.

His love isn’'t dependent on what do, but it is dependent on God'’s desire to be
gracious, he wants to show grace, undeserved toways we can’t understand,
and to an extent we can’t fully imagine with outldd minds at the moment. As |
said earlier, we mustn’t limit the extent of Godiscious nature and love.

We may not understamdhy God is like this to us, but that does not alter fduct
that Godis compassionate and gracious. We don’t deserve Goeks- he freely
loves those who don’t deserve his love.
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It doesn’t matter where you’ve been, it doesn’tteratvhat you’ve done, in verse
19 of chapter 33 God saybkwill have mercy on whom | will have mercy, andill
have compassion on whom | will have compassiead is compassionate and
gracious. And that's great news, isn'’t it?

2. Let’s move on slow to anger’,God says in verse 6. Godsi®w to anger

Going back to when we asked people in Ripon what thought about God, some
said that they thought he was like a cruel kinghwats of rules and regulations
and as soon as you stepped out of line, were yoitifche’d jump on you like a ton
of bricks. Like the old sergeant major going dowa line of army recruits just
looking for something to shout at them for.

But no, God islowto anger, it says here. He is long-suffering,9m ishort-
tempered, he’long-tempered. If he was short-tempered, heaven waeikehlpty —
no-onewould make it, because Paul tells us in Romartsahdave sinned and

fall short of the glory of GodRomans 3:23, but God doesn’t want anyone to perisl
there’s a wonderful verse in Peter’'s second lettech says;He is patient with

you, not wantinginyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentarz@ét. 3:9.

Of course we must never take advantage of his sufiggring, and say things like,
‘Oh it’'s OK if I'm a bit slow to learn,’ or ‘It dosn’'t matter if | keep God waiting
before | come to him’ ‘He’s gracious and patieritesll bear with me.’ It's not an
excuse to ignore God further. Godn’'t andwon’t compromise on what is right,
and there will come a day when he says, ‘enoughasigh’, and he’ll wind up
history and iwill be too late.

But God is slow to anger, which is great to knoegduse we all make mistakes,
don’t we, and it's good to know that God understansl — he made us, after all —
and he’s patient with us.

Nehemiah tells us that although God'’s people hpetted him and had made this
golden calf we talked of earlier and worshippetd,didn’t just cast them off and
choose someone else more deserving of his lowdeiremiah chapter 9 we read,
‘They[God’s peoplefefused to listen ..., they failed to remember thactes you
[God] performed ..., they became stiff-necked ...

But you are a forgiving God, gracious and compasaie, slow to anger and
abounding in love. Therefore you did not desenrthe.’

God is a forgiving God and slow to anger — he gile you understanding and
consideration as you get to know whatight in God’s eyes. 5
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3. ‘The Lord, the compassionate and gracious Gody $tbanger, abounding in
love and faithfulness,’Abounding in love and faithfulneskove is a much used
word nowadays, and has a range of meanings taelff@eople at different times.
You love your mum, you love your husband, you lggar dog, you love bananas!
But the word used here is a very strong word, diftenslated as ‘steadfast love’ —
God’s love is steadfast, it's firm, unshakeablgalo

Not like the love we see so often nowadays, wlscstriong today but gone
tomorrow. Not just in the soaps on telly, but ie tewspapers in reality. | see
among the teenagers at school that love for somealag can suddenly turn into
hatred of that person tomorrow, because of somgthiat has happened or been
said.

No, God’s love isunfailing love. He loves us with a love which wilever fade or
die — we sometimes sing ‘The steadfast love oLthre never ceases,’ and that’'s
what his love is like — firm, loyal, unceasing, aitihg, abounding — oh, latch onto
justone of these words and catch a glimpse of lgyeat God’s love for you is. It's
not weak love, it’s not ‘Oh, I'll love him if | hato,” — God isaboundingin love,

in fact John’s first letter tells us that Grsdove — everything he does is motivated
by love for you. God loves you with an aboundinggle- do you know that? This is
what God wants you to know.

But he’s also abounding in faithfulness. 2 Timogh¥3 saysiif we are faithless,

he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himsetod has made promises to
his people that he wilbve them, he willprotect them, he will bevith them in all
situations and he will complete the work that he bagun in them until they reach
heaven — God hggomised these things to those who believe in him througgug
Christ. He cannot break his promises because thaldWwe unfaithful, and God
cannot be unfaithful because isdaithful, he cannot disown himself. Part of his
characters faithfulness — he can’t go against part of hisrabter.

John Terry, Ashley Cole, Tiger Woods — just recmiebrities to show their
unfaithfulness to their wives — man’s faithfulnesso weak, only when it pleases
us.God is abounding in faithfulness. He will keep themrses he has made to you
— you can depenubtally on him.

| remember there used to be an advert on tellwhlipaper adhesive, and they
stuck this man’s clothing to a board, put him iand took him up over London
suspended underneath a helicopter. Stickability.
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God has stickability — his life and those of higple arewvelded together nothing
can separate us from God if we are his throughsJ€buist. God’s story and man’s
story (our story) arentertwined — both stories are incomplete without the other.

This is what God wants us to know — he is aboundirigve and faithfulness.
4. 'forgiving wickedness, rebellion and si@od is aforgiving God.

You may have seen that programme on telly callegpé&gnanny’, where this
woman Jo Frost works with parents of out of conttoldren, and gradually she
brings in strategies to help the parents regaitrobmhe parents really want a
stable family life because they do love their a@ldand want the best for them.
But part of the healing programme is that the e¢bitdhave to see what they're
doing wrong, have to spend time on the naughty, stémking about it, and
eventually they have to say sorry, and give theirmor dad a hug and a kiss.
Everything’s forgiven and forgotteAmazingly, it works.

God lovesus with abounding love, but we’'ve gone our own wag,we rebelled
against him and rejected his ways. It's God’s ratarlove, but if he allowed
rebellion and rejection to continue, he wouldn’tsb@wingthat love — the children
would be out of control. So he wants us to comigrtm accept what we've done
wrong and say we’re sorry. Then he can forgiveand, love us like he wants.

Look at those wonderful words in versémaintaining love to thousands, and
forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin.’

We've all done it — we’ve all wanted to go our oway — we'veall rejected God in
our lives — and God has to draw us to the positibare werecogniseit. Some
may have to go further off the rails than otherg, e all have to realise sooner
rather than later that we’ve gone wrong.

You see, this proclamation by God of who he iststaff with the words ‘The

Lord’ — God is almighty, powerful, holy, righteoyast — and we haven’t got time
to go into all these things — but suffice to s&gré can be no wrong thing in God —
he can’'ttolerate wrong — it has to be made right. So his peoplkevwers,

Christians have to be made right too. God has done

The apostle Paul writes to Titus, [read Titus 3}4-7
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There was no compromise here — God can't just ogkrbur rejection — but he
wants toforgive, because he is loving and faithfliésushas made it possible by
taking uporhimself the punishment for our wrongdoing — the priceaglp- we
can be forgiven.

But there is a warning here because of these wordsrse 7;Yet he does not

leave the guilty unpunished3od has to punish wrongdoing; for those who believe
in Jesus and trust that he died for them — Jesuitakan the punishment for them;
but for non-believers it's different — thegfuse to accept that they need to be
forgiven, they refuse the forgiveness that Jesabhaught, sehey will have to

face that punishment themselves.

We have to ask ourselves this evening, where dstared? Either we have God'’s
forgiveness, or we don’t. Don’t be like the Gernparet Heine who on his deathbed
said, ‘God will forgive me — that’s his job!” Unleyou ask, you will not receive.

| pray that we have all come to this point, andwr@od’s forgiveness. Because
God wants us to know him as he really is. Thesmismuch contained in these
words we've looked at this evening — we’ve onlyasched the surface. But these
are the things that are important. God wants ydantaw him,right now, and more
and more as you go on with him.

Tim Keller wrote, ‘“The living God, who revealed r8eif both at Mount Sinai and

on the cross, is the only Lord. If you find him, ¢en truly fulfil you; and if you fail
him, he can truly forgive you.’ Get to know himhete is no more important thing
than this.

‘The Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, stoanger, abounding in love
and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousandsl fomgiving wickedness,
rebellion and sin.’
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