
WILL THE PRESENCE RETURN?

Exodus 33-34

WILL GOD FORGIVE?

[A picture of a vending machine is on the screen.] Hey Ben! Do you want some forgiveness? It’s right here in this machine. All you have to do is say the magic words, “O Vending Machine, I need your forgiveness.” Then put in a quarter exactly this way, stand on your left foot, turn the crank, and forgiveness is yours. 


Jennifer, do you want some forgiveness? Do you have exactly one quarter? Oh, sorry. Then you can’t have any forgiveness today.


Diane, do you want forgiveness? Do you have a quarter? Great! Oh, you say you want to say the word “chocolate” instead of “bubblegum”? Sorry. I don’t believe you can have any forgiveness today. Here at Vienna Baptist Church we only deal with bubblegum. I think it’s a licensing agreement. 


Is God a vending machine that automatically dispenses forgiveness to those who know the secrets? Is prayer a vending-machine affair--placing your request coins in the slot, turning the handle, and hearing God’s instant response? According to Exodus 33-34, our God seems almost reluctant to forgive and in no way appears to be a vending machine of automatic forgiveness. We are not sure if there is going to be life after the golden calf of chapter 32 and we don’t know if Yahweh will stay with them in the journey through the wilderness.

Yahweh does not easily get over this golden calf affair and their disloyalty and sin. The child Israel must wait outside the door while this God broods with checked but not completely resolved anger. The Lord declares to this child Israel, "Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; I will not go up with you, or I would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people" (33:3)


So Moses pleads with Yahweh, "Show me your ways, so that I may know you and find favor in your sight. And remember that this nation is your people" (33:13).  


Yahweh makes a promise to Moses in 33:14. Please open your Bible and pull out a pencil, The Lord promises Moses, "My presence [face] will go ("with you" is not in the Hebrew text but is added by translations) and I will give you rest." (33:14). A key here is that the word “presence” in this chapter is also the word “face.” Also, the "you" that will receive rest is singular and means only "Moses. “My presence [face] will go and I will give only you, Moses, rest." 


That's not enough for Moses. "What about the rest of us? Lord, don't leave us to wander by ourselves in this godforsaken wilderness. Go with us, please!" (33:16)


God says "Yes!” I will do the very thing you have asked; for you have found favor in my sight and I know you by name.” (33:17) God says "Yes" because of Moses' prayer and because Yahweh knows Moses and Moses has found favor in God's sight. The presence of God will journey with them in their wilderness experiences, but the question of forgiveness is still not resolved.


Moses, however, continues to plead: "Show me your glory, I pray. Let me see you in all your divine majesty." The Lord answers, "No. No, Moses, you cannot see all of me, but you can see some of me--my goodness and my name."  (33:18-19).


God's name is "Yahweh,” which is translated here as "the LORD."  And the name "Yahweh" is built on the name God first gave Moses-- "I am."  In other words, the Lord will be true to God's character—will be “who I am.”  Yahweh will be there for us and will be good for us and will be good to us. The Lord will place Moses in the cleft of the rock and cover him there with the divine hand. All that Moses will be able to see will be the backside of this God who is out front leading and preparing the way into the future. 


The Lord proclaims the Divine character: "Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin . . . ." (34:6-7).


Here in two verses we have the Bible’s seven major words to describe this God: merciful, gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, abounding in faithfulness, keeping steadfast love, and forgiving. A whole series of sermons could come out of these seven descriptions of God’s character. 

Moses quickly bows his head toward the earth and worships. He has a final request. (Sounding as persistent as Colombo, the TV detective, Moses can teach us Baptists how to pray boldly to the Lord.) "Lord, let me try this one more time. If now I have found favor in your sight, O Lord, I pray, let the Lord go with us. Although this is a stiff-necked people, pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance." (34:8-9).  Moses has stayed with the theme of God's presence and forgiveness throughout these four requests. Does Israel have a post-golden-calf possibility?


Finally and after a long time of pleading by Moses, Yahweh announces forgiveness in 4:10: “I hereby make a covenant . . .for it is an awesome thing that I will do with you.”  This forgiveness comes out of the gracious nature of  God described in the seven earlier words and will be a marvelous and awesome thing in the world. Notice that the Lord says to Moses:  “I hereby make a covenant. Before all your people I will perform marvels, such as have not been performed in all the earth or in any nation” (34:10a). This word translated “perform” is the Hebrew word bara, which appears in the first chapter of Genesis and is translated there “create.” In other words the Lord promises, Before all your people I will create marvels, such as have not been created in all the earth or in any nation “To create” is to do something brand new, as God did in the beginning of the world. The Lord promises Moses that Divine Graciousness will create a covenant people not because of who they are but because of who the Lord is. And with great joy the Lord creates forgiveness for us. 

Here, near the end of the second book of the Bible and for the first time in the Bible, the Lord announces that forgiveness is the fundamental way for the Divine to relate to sin. This Yahweh is not only a righteous God but also a merciful God. Forgiveness comes not because the people promise never to sin again. Forgiveness comes out of the very nature of the Lord who is " merciful, gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, faithful, keeping steadfast love, and forgiving" (34:6-7). After three chapters of divine-human struggle, after an emotional dialogue between Moses and Yahweh, after a long time of wondering whether or not God will forgive, the people are in fact forgiven because of who Yahweh is.
WILL THE PRESENCE RETURN?

What I want to know is this: Why is this dialogue between Yahweh and Moses even necessary? Why spend so much time going back and forth about whether the Lord will forgive these people. . .and us? If God's very nature is to be merciful and gracious and forgiving, why the tension and suspense? Isn’t our Lord like this vending machine that automatically dispenses forgiveness if we have the right coins and the right words?


In these three chapters we discover the struggle that goes on in God to forgive us of our sin--to be present with us when we do not deserve it. Exodus reminds us that God is not some heavenly vending machine of forgiveness where you put in your coins and out comes your choice of refreshment. Forgiveness comes out of deep and genuine relationship that does not come automatically. These verses and this struggle remind us that because of our sinfulness, God pays. . .dearly. Grace is always costly and never cheap--as Jesus on the cross shows us so clearly. Someone always has to pay the price for grace, and it is the one doing the forgiving.


"I am having a hard time dealing with this," she says. 


"It's over," her husband reassures her. "Now you need to get over it."


But it's hard for her to “get over it.” He has had a sexual affair with one of her friends. She feels hurt, violated, betrayed. She doesn't trust him like she once did. She can't just "get over it.” If the marriage is able to survive this crisis, they will live the rest of their married life with the constant reminder of this breach of trust. Real forgiveness never comes easily, never comes quickly and never comes automatically.


Years later the prophet Jeremiah will compare all of our dances around golden calves as adulteries that betray God's trust in us. Real forgiveness is never cheap and never comes easily. . . .even for God. Moses is afraid that the special relationship between Yahweh and the people is over. Will the presence return? Moses is not sure.


At one time in my life I was sure of the presence of the Lord. I went to church. I followed the rules. I said the right words. I paid my tithe in coins. I was an obedient son. I was a good guy. I never asked, "Will the presence return?" One day it all came crashing in when I realized that even though I was very good, there was something wrong in my life. Deep down inside of me, where no one else could see, I was selfish--sinful. Most of you today can't see that dark spot, but I realized one day in horror that God could see that spot clearly.


It was like the spot on a shirt. I am notorious for placing my pen in a shirt pocket while forgetting to close the top of the ink pen. I can see some of you poking your husband in the ribs and saying, “He’s talking about you!” Becky can tell you how many dress shirts I have ruined this way. One day I realized that just as I cannot hide the spot on that shirt, I cannot hide the sinful spots of my life from God. God cannot ignore the depth of my selfishness which damages our relationship and trust. It’s like a spiritual adultery. 


Suddenly, for the first time in my life, I experienced the complete grace of God for me. "Grace" was no longer just a word. No, God did not ignore that spot. Yes, God looked directly at it. And yes, God forgives me in full knowledge of who I am and who I am not yet. 


Hear what the text is saying: forgiveness does come because of the nature of God, but real forgiveness is never cheap and never comes easily or automatically. . .even for God. This vending machine does not belong here in our sanctuary because this God is not some heavenly vending machine of grace. The divine presence is the result of a tremendous struggle between the two natures of God--justice and mercy. Will the presence return? We are not sure. It's not automatic because it’s not up to us. 


Forgiveness is not about you and not about me. It’s about our Lord who is merciful, gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, abounding in faithfulness, keeping steadfast love, and forgiving. More often than not, we seldom experience much of this God. We stand with Moses in the cleft of a rock and sometimes catch a glimpse. And that is enough for now.
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