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LESSON SIX - UNITED FOR A DESTINY

Introduction:

What has held Israel together over 4000 years of incredible opposition and difficulty?

     Stages of her history:

            nomadic tribe

            400 years of slavery

            40 years of wilderness wandering

            years of almost constant warfare - David and Solomon

            division of country N/S

            exile

            a small remnant returned to Promised Land
            a province of Rome

            utter destruction in 70 AD

            wandering without a homeland, constitution or leaders for 1880 years

            constant crisis to this day: in Israel, Russia, Toronto almost everywhere

The mortar bowls and pestles symbolize all of the things God used to grind the people together to form a single, integrated, united whole. This lesson looks these things, recognising they were so effective they continue to give Israel an identity, stature, so that on Yom Kipper Jewish people around the world stand up.

We want to look at some of these factors, and then look at the parallels in the New Testament that give the Church her identity in a similar way.

1. Circumcision (Gen. 17:9-14)

a. Circumcision was the first sign of the covenant. God symbolized the creation of his covenant community by a mark in the flesh, by a sign of ownership, so that any time two men relieved themselves they would know at once whether the other was one of them or not:  a brother or an outsider.

b. Circumcision is not unique to Israel. Other nations practiced it and still practice it today. Abraham would have been familiar with circumcision: some descendants of Shem (Semitic people) practiced it, but not all. Circumcision was usually done at the age of puberty. God designated the 8th day - the coagulant factor in blood is highest. God took a custom that was familiar and infused it with new meaning. The church has always borrowed from the world, taken that which is familiar and filled those borrowed customs, traditions, items with Christian meaning.

· The cross - a brutal form of Roman execution, borrowed by the church, and speaks now of redemption. The very word "redemption" is a technical commercial term meaning to "buy back," to speak of Christ's buying us out of sin.

· Christmas: Dec. 25 is a pagan date. "On the darkest night, God's light was born."

· Easter: It was a pagan festival. Easter eggs are part of an ancient fertility cult. Christians took it and said: "Do you want to know the source of real life? Come to the empty tomb!"

c. What does circumcision mean?

· It's like a brand/ tattoo, in that it's a mark of ownership - God's ownership of His people.

· The male sex organ in most eastern cultures is a symbol of the source of life. When the cut is made blood is spilled. Life is in the blood (Lev.17), so it speaks of life.

· It is permanent. You can't hide, efface or remove the mark of God's ownership. God always owns you. It is also a symbol of God's faithfulness. Armenian Christians (who live among the Turkish Muslims) used to tattoo a cross on their pinky or wrist (a sign of Christ's suffering born in the flesh), so if they meet another Christian immediately its, "Oh, a brother, welcome;" if they meet a Muslim extremist it could mean their life. It’s not like joining a club.
· Every time an Israelite man urinates he is reminded:

          1) God owns me

          2) His ownership is permanent

          3) He owns the life that comes out of me: my offspring, my seed 

Note the contempt which ancient Israel had for the uncircumcised. (Gen. 34:13-15, 24-25; Judges 14:3)

Question: How is the distinction between the circumcised and uncircumcised broken down in the New Testament? (Note Acts 10:25-29, 44-45; Gal. 2:7; Eph. 2:11-22)

2. Separation:

If you want to get an idea of what separation means today read Chaim Potuk's books: The Chosen, The Promise, My Name is Asher Lev. Hasidic Jews stand out - you can't ignore them. Either you respect them or ridicule them.

It is not easy to convert to Judaism. A rabbi will put you off, challenge you, make sure you are certain. Go to an evangelical church and we ask people to “pray the prayer,” and offer them peace, joy, an abundant life, which is all true, but Jesus also said: "Count the cost. It will cost you everything." (Luke 14:25-35). Expect persecution, hatred, and marginalization. 
    
 Signs of separation, outward signs of distinctiveness:   
Marry in the family

          Separate food

          Separate laws

 
Circumcision separates

         "Consecrate yourselves and be holy (separate), because I am holy" (Lev. 11:44)

3.  United by common dreams 

· Dreams of land

· Dreams of descendants

· Dreams of a kingdom to inherit

· Dreams of being a blessing

Looking forward together with faith and expectation to the fulfillment of the promises 

Ex. 15:17-18, “The Song of Moses:” Right from the beginning of the Exodus, the people sang of looking forward to being planted in the land God would give them - always looking forward. At Passover they would encourage each other: "Next year in Jerusalem." To this day they are looking forward to the coming of the Messiah: "When the Messiah comes... He'll take care of everything.”

4. United by oppression: Ex. 1:9-16

a. Oppression unites people
· Masada: “Masada will not fall again,” still the oath taken by Israeli soldiers.

· Holocaust: Every family was touched. The response? "This must not happen again."  Israel was united by the Holocaust, it drives Israel’s military strength today

· Israel was united by bondage in Egypt. There is a fellowship of suffering that unites
b. Oppression was used by God to bring rebellious children back. (Judges 3:7-11, 12-15, etc.)

c. Oppression purifies (Is.1:24-26) and unites, like pressure on coal creates a diamond.
5. United by law

Powerful Bethel picture: A city burning in the background, rabbi just escaped holding the Torah (law) to his chest. That's all he's leaving with, all he wants... a powerful message!

The Bible is like that for believers. We love it and would take it if there was only one thing we could take (Corrie Ten Boom in The Hiding Place). It unites us. We may argue about how to interpret some verses, but it still unites us. Those who submit to it as God’s Word know their identity is found in it as God’s children.
a. The law makes Israel separate, unique. Examples:
· one God (everyone else is polytheistic)

· no idols (everyone else has idols)

· no work on the Sabbath (everyone else works seven days a week) 
· limited revenge (“Eye for an eye”)

b. The law is given in a covenant structure understood by the Israelites. There was a particular format used in Near Eastern treaties in which one is subordinate or subservient to another: Exodus 20
· Identification of the Lord: v.1
· Identification of the lesser party: v.1
· Review of the historical relationship between the two: v.1
· Conditions of the covenant - do this, don't do that (the 10 Commandments, vs.3-17, then the additional Civil Law, Ex 21-23) 
Example: v.3-4   law (conditions)

 v.5-6   curse and blessing

· The people agree to the conditions - blessings, curses Ex 24:3,7
In 24:8 it is ratified with blood.
To enter into covenant was to take an oath, and the lordship of the king could be exercised for the protection or destruction of his subjects. Consider the covenant made at Sinai in these terms.
c. This pattern is followed as covenant is renewed in other places:

· Josh. 24:1-28, Deut. 4:44-11:32.

· Reiterated when they came to the Promised Land in Deut 28 with promises of blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience. 

The conditions of the covenant may seem harsh to us, but it was not harsh to the Israelites. They knew what they were entering into and they accepted it willingly. If they kept the covenant God would protect them. If they broke the covenant God would destroy them. It was perfectly clear, and the covenant God made with Israel separated and united Israel for the destiny God had prepared for them. It spelled out for them their relationship with God.
The mortar bowls and pestles symbolize God using all of these things to grind the people together to form a single, integrated, united whole. United, Israel moved forward as one people towards their destiny to be a blessing.

Q: What parallels might there be for Christians in all of these uniting factors? 

Discussion in groups
1. Circumcision parallels baptism (Col.2:11-12; Phil. 3:3) 

Within covenantal denominations (Reformed, Lutheran), circumcision is not discarded, but continues in the church as infant baptism, the sign of having entered into covenant with God. 

Argument for infant baptism is parallel in this way: 

· Circumcision was done in infancy, baptism is done in infancy. 
· Foreigners were circumcised in adulthood only if they came to faith in adulthood. Non-Christians should be baptized in adulthood as they come to the Christian community in adulthood. 

· Circumcised infants had no faith and were not guaranteed salvation; baptized infants have no faith and are not guaranteed salvation, but both are told, "God owns you, you are part of the covenant community and enjoy all the benefits of belonging. You can break His covenant if you want to, and He will destroy you, but He wants to save you."
· Circumcision speaks of God's ownership of all the life that comes forth from that male organ. Infant baptism speaks of that same ownership. Comes out of a strong sense of covenant community.
· In denominations practicing believers’ baptism, it is also the sign of belonging to God, setting one apart from the world.
2. Separation: 
Separation continues to be important if the people of God are going to continue to be a transforming agent in culture and function as His ambassadors. Consider the state church in Europe:
· The Church is an instrument of the state

· Everyone is baptized

· Europe is pagan today

3. United by dreams: 
What are some of those dreams? Our hope of the New Heaven and New Earth, of revival coming in our day, of the perfection of the image of Christ in our lives, of the second coming, particularly as the days grow more evil. In times of persecution, common dreams, thoughts of heaven become predominant.
4. Oppression: 
Hebrews 11 continues. Christians are suffering around the world today and it forges a real bond between them. Persecuted Christians have sometimes said it was only the confidence that fellow Christians around the world were praying for them that kept them going - a unity born through suffering (see Voice of the Martyrs, www.persecution.com for information and prayer updates). 

As our nation becomes more pluralistic, and we move from being ridiculed to marginalised, silenced, to hated, and more aware that we do not have a voice or respect, Christian community becomes increasingly important to us.

5. Law: 
There is a greater distinction these days between Christian values and morality and that of our culture: divorce, homosexuality, pre-marital sex, abortion, education, viewing standards on TV, music, advertising, etc. We are called to be separate - these things will set us apart if we are obedient, uncompromising, bot as a light in the darkness, and for persecution.
Heb. 10:16 describes the New Covenant, in which God's law is written on our hearts and minds. We now live out the law of the Spirit, as Jesus proclaimed it in the Sermon on the Mount, a law of love that binds us together as we come to know the Lawgiver. "The whole law is summed up in this: Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and love your neighbour as yourself."

Question: If God went to such measures to create a unified people for himself, how important is unity today among his people? 
Jesus' prayer of John 17 was that we might be one as He and the Father are one, so that the world will know that Jesus was sent by God.

Every issue that might divide us we have to ask ourselves: "Is this important enough to divide the body of Christ? To separate me from my brother/sister? To cast doubt, in the world's eyes, that Jesus was truly sent by God?

Even if I'm right, is it worth splitting the church over? Baptism, style of worship, women as elders, etc. Only issues that are the core of the Gospel, and essential to salvation are worth arguing.

Ex: McIlveen's at Eastminster Presbyterian Church. An issue of rebellion against authority in founding fathers seemed to be carried forward through the generations. Repentance, willingness to submit to church authority over charismatic expressions in worship brought healing, unity. 
"Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace."  (Eph. 4:3)

Conclusion: Remember the reason for God uniting us, giving us a distinct identity, blessing us? These are not ends in themselves, but means to a greater end: so we will be a blessing to the nations, so that they will come to find salvation in Jesus, relationship with their Father God, and become joined with us in fulfilling God’s purpose to redeem all of Creation. Be a blessing!
