4th October – God the provider

Good morning everyone, welcome to our service today.  It’s another of those strange days in these times, where we have what would normally be a specific celebration but in completely different circumstances.  So today would have been our Harvest service – a day to remember and give thanks for all the good things God has provided for us; a day when we make offerings back to him in thanksgiving.  COVID doesn’t stop us from doing that, it just makes things a little different.  So, we have been collecting food this week for the Salvation Army, a donation out of all God’s provision to give to those in need.  And we are collecting financially for those who like to give in that way, either through the bank with the reference ‘harvest’ or in an envelope in the normal church collection.  And these gifts will go to help people in need throughout the world.

So at the start of this harvest service, can we take time to pray, to thank God for all that he has given to us, and to offer up our gifts to him.  I’ll leave a bit of space to do that, perhaps if you are online you want to type in the chat box something you want to thank God for; if you are in church you can say it out loud so we can praise God with you.  And Tony and I will be the communicators between the two.  Let us pray.
…

Heavenly Father, we do praise you and thank you for all your goodness to us.  We lift to you our offerings, offerings of food, offerings of finances, offerings of praise.  May they glorify your holy name, Lord.  May the hungry be fed and the needy find provision, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

Now our first hymn for a harvest service has to be, of course, we plough the fields and scatter.

Now as I said, at harvest we celebrate God’s provision.  Sometimes we can think that because things don’t come miraculously, they don’t come from God!  But that’s not true.
“they don’t see the miracle of the way sunlight becomes food???”

Skipping back a couple of weeks we heard the story of Noah, and God’s promise that: “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.”  That’s what we call ‘common grace’ – the grace and provision of God that is given to everyone, regardless of race, religion or worthiness.  It’s part of his care for the whole of his creation.  But because he gives it to everyone, we often take it for granted.  We often think of it as something that “just happens”, we explain it away by science and cause-and-effect.  We forget that the Bible says God not only created the world but that he sustains it, he keeps it going moment by moment.  He is the force behind all forces, constantly creating, constantly renewing, holding everything together.
So we are going to sing again now, all things bright and beautiful.

As we come to our sermon today we are going to move from that ‘common grace’ that we find in the world today as well as in the early stories of Genesis, to another kind of grace.  This is what is known as ‘saving grace’.  It’s the grace God showed to Abraham when he called him and his family to be the ones to really know and worship and follow God.  It’s the grace God showed to Abraham’s descendants, the Israelites, when he saved them out of slavery in Egypt as we talked about a couple of weeks ago.  We call it grace because it is God’s undeserved goodness – the Israelites hadn’t done anything to earn it, it was just because God loved them.

And we come to today’s story.  The Israelites had escaped from slavery, but their troubles were not over.  And God has not finished with them yet!  He has a lot to teach them about who they are as a nation, and who he is as God, before they can come into the promises he made them.
We are looking today at the second part of Exodus, from chapter 13 onwards.  God is leading his people into the Sinai desert.  First we have the story of the parting of the Red Sea, where the Israelites walk through on dry ground and the Egyptian army chasing them gets washed away.  The saving grace of God.  But then they get out into the desert.  And what is the one thing deserts are not known for?  Water!  So God miraculously provides water.  That’s the saving grace of God too.  And as they move on they find a place called Elim, where there are 70 palm trees and twelve springs.  And they camp there, and enjoy the common grace of God.
But do you know what comes before all these times of God’s grace?  It’s not faith.  It’s not prayer.  It’s not good deeds.  It’s moaning and grumbling and fear.  Still, after all those plagues in Egypt, the only one leaning on God is Moses.  But still God cares for them.  And we are going to hear a bit of that story today.  It’s an appropriate story for harvest as we think about God’s provision, and begins as God, through Moses, leads the Israelites away from that camp and out again into the wilderness.
Exodus 16:1-17:7
16 The whole Israelite community set out from Elim and came to the Desert of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had come out of Egypt. 2 In the desert the whole community grumbled against Moses and Aaron. 3 The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to death.”

4 Then the Lord said to Moses, “I will rain down bread from heaven for you. The people are to go out each day and gather enough for that day. In this way I will test them and see whether they will follow my instructions. 5 On the sixth day they are to prepare what they bring in, and that is to be twice as much as they gather on the other days.”

6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “In the evening you will know that it was the Lord who brought you out of Egypt, 7 and in the morning you will see the glory of the Lord, because he has heard your grumbling against him. Who are we, that you should grumble against us?” 8 Moses also said, “You will know that it was the Lord when he gives you meat to eat in the evening and all the bread you want in the morning, because he has heard your grumbling against him. Who are we? You are not grumbling against us, but against the Lord.”

9 Then Moses told Aaron, “Say to the entire Israelite community, ‘Come before the Lord, for he has heard your grumbling.’”

10 While Aaron was speaking to the whole Israelite community, they looked toward the desert, and there was the glory of the Lord appearing in the cloud.

11 The Lord said to Moses, 12 “I have heard the grumbling of the Israelites. Tell them, ‘At twilight you will eat meat, and in the morning you will be filled with bread. Then you will know that I am the Lord your God.’”

13 That evening quail came and covered the camp, and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. 14 When the dew was gone, thin flakes like frost on the ground appeared on the desert floor. 15 When the Israelites saw it, they said to each other, “What is it?” For they did not know what it was.

Moses said to them, “It is the bread the Lord has given you to eat. 16 This is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Everyone is to gather as much as they need. Take an omer[a] for each person you have in your tent.’”

17 The Israelites did as they were told; some gathered much, some little. 18 And when they measured it by the omer, the one who gathered much did not have too much, and the one who gathered little did not have too little. Everyone had gathered just as much as they needed.

19 Then Moses said to them, “No one is to keep any of it until morning.”

20 However, some of them paid no attention to Moses; they kept part of it until morning, but it was full of maggots and began to smell. So Moses was angry with them.

21 Each morning everyone gathered as much as they needed, and when the sun grew hot, it melted away. 22 On the sixth day, they gathered twice as much—two omers[b] for each person—and the leaders of the community came and reported this to Moses. 23 He said to them, “This is what the Lord commanded: ‘Tomorrow is to be a day of sabbath rest, a holy sabbath to the Lord. So bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil. Save whatever is left and keep it until morning.’”

24 So they saved it until morning, as Moses commanded, and it did not stink or get maggots in it. 25 “Eat it today,” Moses said, “because today is a sabbath to the Lord. You will not find any of it on the ground today. 26 Six days you are to gather it, but on the seventh day, the Sabbath, there will not be any.”

27 Nevertheless, some of the people went out on the seventh day to gather it, but they found none. 28 Then the Lord said to Moses, “How long will you[c] refuse to keep my commands and my instructions? 29 Bear in mind that the Lord has given you the Sabbath; that is why on the sixth day he gives you bread for two days. Everyone is to stay where they are on the seventh day; no one is to go out.” 30 So the people rested on the seventh day.

31 The people of Israel called the bread manna.[d] It was white like coriander seed and tasted like wafers made with honey. 32 Moses said, “This is what the Lord has commanded: ‘Take an omer of manna and keep it for the generations to come, so they can see the bread I gave you to eat in the wilderness when I brought you out of Egypt.’”

33 So Moses said to Aaron, “Take a jar and put an omer of manna in it. Then place it before the Lord to be kept for the generations to come.”

34 As the Lord commanded Moses, Aaron put the manna with the tablets of the covenant law, so that it might be preserved. 35 The Israelites ate manna forty years, until they came to a land that was settled; they ate manna until they reached the border of Canaan.

36 (An omer is one-tenth of an ephah.)

17 The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, traveling from place to place as the Lord commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. 2 So they quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water to drink.”

Moses replied, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the Lord to the test?”

3 But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, “Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?”

4 Then Moses cried out to the Lord, “What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready to stone me.”

5 The Lord answered Moses, “Go out in front of the people. Take with you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 I will stand there before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink.” So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 And he called the place Massah[e] and Meribah[f] because the Israelites quarreled and because they tested the Lord saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?”

Did you enjoy that story about the faithful people of God, who listened to everything he said and accepted the gifts he gave them with thanksgiving; who worshipped him and obeyed him; who lived in awe of him after he rescued them from Egypt?  No?  Sorry - was that a different story?  
This isn’t a story about a faithful people.  It’s a story about a faithful God.  It’s a story of God’s provision and God’s grace.  God is teaching his people to depend on him, and at the same time teaching them something of who he is.  He is pure grace in his care for those who don’t deserve it, those who have done nothing to earn it, those who aren’t even grateful!  That’s God’s way.  And when we read the rest of Exodus, and the next few books in the Bible too, where we hear about God giving laws to his people of how to live and how to worship him, we read them in the context of this undeserved grace.  God doesn’t say to them, “obey these laws and I will look after you.”  He says to them, “I have looked after you.  I have called you as my people.  And this is how you can respond to me, how you can build a good relationship with me and with each other, because you know that I care for you.”
God’s laws come out of God’s grace.  His undeserved grace to an ungrateful people.  And as we think on that, it should prompt us to gratitude.  We have thanked him today for the grace and provision he has given to us, although we have not deserved it.  And we thank him even more, for giving us Jesus.  But having given to us freely, of his grace, there are things he asks of us, in order to build a good relationship with him and with one another.  We know that the things he asks of us are good, because he is a good God and he has proven his care for us.  But they can be difficult.  He wants us to become like him, because in him we find true life.  Yet what has this story told us about what he is like?  He cares for those who don’t deserve it, those who haven’t earned it, those who are not even grateful.  That’s a hard act to follow.  When we are being honest, who of us finds that easy?  

If I ask you, “do you give to others?” many of you will say “yes”, because as I know you are kind and generous people.  I’m not talking about just money but time, help, anything.  If I ask, “Do you enjoy giving to others?” many of you will say “yes”.  You might tell me about a friend who had fallen on hard times, or a family member who needed help.  If I ask “Do you enjoy giving to those who don’t deserve it, who haven’t earned it?” will you still say “yes”?  You might.  You might tell me about the homeless person you helped last week, about their gratitude for some food or a chance of a place to stay that night.  You might tell me about the charity you support or the child you sponsor – people you give to who can give you nothing back.  It gives us a good feeling.  And that good feeling is fine, there’s nothing wrong with that; in part we get it because in giving we are doing as God does.  But how about if I asked you how you felt about giving to someone who was never grateful?  If you were never thanked for what you had given?  The financial cost, the effort you had put in, and the person you gave to either rejected you or took it for granted?  I’m sure many of you have been in that situation too – but that’s slightly less exciting, isn’t it?  You don’t leave with a glow so much as a grudge.  Yet that’s what God asks us to do – because that’s what he does.

There are double standards in this world.  And we ought to be at the centre of them.  It’s an almost impossible thing to explain, as I find every time I get stuck in this question with my children.  But we are meant to be grateful for what we have been given – and AT THE SAME TIME to give cheerfully to those who are not grateful.  We do not take for granted the good things that God gives to us, and yet when someone takes for granted what we give to them, that is ok.  We are not to be angered by that, not to be discouraged from giving, not to lose heart.

I’m not saying we should not be careful in our giving.  We only have so many resources; so much money, so much time, so much energy.  And there is a difference between ‘not earning’ a gift and misusing one, between being ungrateful and doing wrong.  We want our gifts to do good, not to be used for evil.  So when we prepare to give, we have to ask, “Is this gift going to be good for the person receiving it?  Will it benefit them?”  If the answer is “yes”, then that’s all we need to know.  It doesn’t matter what the person’s background is, what their social status or even their moral status.  It doesn’t even matter if they are grateful.  If you have seen a need, and met it, you have done the work of God, who loves to give to those who are undeserving and ungrateful.  Let’s face it – that was us, too.    
But we should also be careful in our receiving.  Because as we receive from God, and are thankful to him, we should be moved to love, and worship, and obedience.  We should realise that his laws come not as the random instructions of a dictator, but as an extension of the love of a parent, who provides only good things to his children.  Good things for their physical wellbeing, and good laws for their mental, spiritual and moral wellbeing.  And as we delight in the one, we should also delight in the other.  In our newsletters, Peter and Marijke have been going through Psalm 119, where David talks about his delight in God’s law:  “Your statutes are wonderful: therefore I obey them.  The unfolding of your words gives light.”  May we show the same gratitude in all things!
So this harvest, may we be truly grateful for all the good things God has given us, and may we show others the same grace we have received.

Let us pray.  Lord, we are sorry for those times we have not been grateful for what you have provided.  Those times when we have wanted something different, when your provision didn’t come quick enough for our desires, when we grew impatient and grumbled.  We are sorry for those times when we have failed to care for others because we have thought them undeserving, or when we have become discouraged because they were ungrateful.  Help us to see these tasks as work for you, who loves to feed the hungry and who is never ungrateful.  Help us to love as you love and to extend your grace to those we meet.  Give us wisdom in our charity, that we might be blessing and benefit to those we help, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

As we come to our next hymn we are reminded that this extension of God’s love to the undeserving applies not only to money, and time, and effort, but to other forms of grace too, such as mercy and forgiveness.  Just as he provided manna and water in the desert for physical nourishment to an undeserving people; and just as he provided Jesus for forgiveness and spiritual salvation to an undeserving people; so we are are called to provide both nourishment and forgiveness to those who don’t deserve it.

So we sing: freely, freely

As we come to our time of prayer this morning we want to think in particular of those in physical need today.  It may be that they are sick and in need of medicine or physical care; it may be that they are hungry and in need of food, thirsty and in need of drink, naked and in need of clothes, homeless and in need of shelter.  They may be known to us or strangers to us.  Lord, we lift them to you today.  Show us how we can help, how we can be your hands and feet to serve them and to serve you in these times. Bless those charities and organisations that help and support and provide for those in need, Lord, out of your love and grace.

…

Lord, we pray for those who are in emotional and spiritual need today.  They may be anxious, or grieving, or lonely, or feeling far from you.  We lift them to you too.  Show us how we can love, and support, and bear their burdens.  May your blessing and comfort be upon all who need it.

…

Lord, we pray for those in leadership, as they make decisions which affect us all.  May they make those decisions under your guidance, whether they know it or not.  Lead them in the task of keeping us safe, we pray.  And as we, like the Israelites with Moses, grumble about them while enjoying the benefits, would you strengthen them for the task they have to do under your wisdom.

…

Lord, as we go from here may we go under your guidance, with the sure and certain knowledge of your undeserved love, grace and faithfulness throughout our lives, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
Hymn – great is thy faithfulness
