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Walking with God: Learning from Our Mistakes

Exodus 32:1-6

Good Morning! I hear a lot of coughing out there. It is the flu season. It has begun! And the colds, too! So try to hang in there. Get lots of sleep. Drink lots of fluids. Have chicken soup; it is good for you.
 If you are visiting with us, if you are new this morning, we have been retracing Israel’s steps from the Exodus to the Promised land. They were the first people that God called out to walk with him, and we have been retracing what they learned about walking with God and how it applies to our lives. 
What can we learn about walking with this God? Last week we dealt with Exodus 19 where Israel was in the foothills of Mt. Sinai. It was at Mt. Sinai that they received the law. In chapter 13 of Exodus you read that God delivered Israel. Then, in chapter 19, we read God begins to disciple Israel, begins to teach them what it means to live as a believer and a follower of this God. We see the scriptural pattern for salvation. God first enters into our lives - we ask him in and he gives us the Holy Spirit,  his presence in our lives that saves us. Then he begins to take that Spirit, which he imbedded in us, and begins to change our lives from the inside out. The Bible calls it sanctification, but I like the fishing term for it. Those of you who are fishermen would relate to this. First, God catches us, and then God spends the rest of our lives cleaning us. It is just the pattern of how God does things in our lives. He catches us and then he cleans us. 
The action in Exodus picks up in chapter 32. In chapters 20 – 31 God is instructing Israel on the mountain - like taking them on a retreat. At this retreat the theme was Life 101 - here is how life ought to work, here is how I created you, and knowing how I created you and I created the world, these are the things you need to do in order for life to go all right. When you don’t do these things, things in your life will begin to break down as well as in your society. That is why, in Deuteronomy, God kind of has this exasperated sigh. He says, “Oh, (and I think he is talking about us too), oh that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and to keep my commands always, so that it may go well with them and their children.” That is what God is yearning for us. 
In chapter 32, though, you read a very tragic story. Israel has high hopes and those high hopes are captured in chapter 19 verse 8 when Moses asks them, “Will you do everything that God tells you to do?” and they boldly make this statement (which you know is bold): “We will do everything that the Lord says.”  I am a realist, but Moses  dealt very well with that. He says, “Great!” and he goes up the mountain.  And before he even gets down off the mountain they blow it, and they blow it big time. 
When I read the passage and it ends with “and they went out in revelry” (that is the NIV and it is being very cautious in its language). The revelry really means sex play, literally, so they really blow it big time. But you know what is interesting in the passage? God doesn’t punish them for that. The sins of the flesh seem to be somewhat less serious than the sins of the heart. He punishes them for their idolatry. And why is that? I think it is because the sins of the flesh are something that can happen momentarily- you can trip up, just made a bad choice at the wrong time. But the sins of the heart and the spirit go down to the very character of a person. I think that is why. 
Well, what do you do though, what do you do when you blow it, when you blow it big time? You notice the theme- sex and idolatry. Where does that come from? Well if you read the Scriptures you find that those are the sins of Egypt, and you find they are also the sins of Cana - they make the same two mistakes. What was happening was Israel simply became like everyone else around them, and that wasn’t God’s purpose for Israel. Israel was called to be different, to be a light in life to others.
 So what do you do? What do you do when you fall? What do you do when you blow it? That is our focus for today. Here is what the passage says:

 “When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, ‘Come make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened to him.’ Aaron answered them, ‘Take of the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters are wearing and bring them to me.’ So all the people took off their earrings and brought them to Aaron. He took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool.  Then they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’ When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, ‘Tomorrow there will be a festival to the Lord.’ So the next day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offering and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink, and got up to indulge in revelry.”
 Let’s pray. Lord, let us just slow down now and relax and hear what you have to say to us. Speak to us by your Holy Spirit. Work in our lives; bring us a little further down the road in our journey because we have been here. We pray this in Jesus name. Amen.
Well what do you do? You make a bold profession. You have all these high hopes, and then not too long after they just come crashing down. Well, my encouragement is to not be so hard on yourself, and don’t be so hard on other people. This is not the first mistake you will make and not the last mistake you will make. You’ve made similar mistakes- be gracious to other people; help restore them. Show a spirit of mercy. Things happen all the time. 
Just this week  John Kerry said something. It is a big gaff. He makes a big mistake and of course the media, like the world, pounces on it. They pounce on everyone’s mistakes that way. That is what the world does- you make a mistake, they pounce on you and let you know it. That is not what God wants us to do however. 
The normal response to the story is shock. What in the world were they thinking? I mean it is unimaginable! Moses is not even off the mountain and they blow it big time, whereas just before they said, “We will do everything God tells us to do,” and they don’t do anything he tells them to do. How do you understand this? Well, first it is important to note they hadn’t received the law yet. Moses hadn’t come down yet, so they haven’t learned law number two- don’t make any graven image. So they didn’t know that that was wrong. 

But, if using  common sense,  they had thought through the events that had taken place in the last three months, there are some things they could have concluded. They could have concluded: 

that God is real

that this God speaks 
that though you can’t see him you can see the results of his actions 
that he leads

that he is always showing up. When you think that things are going bad he is always there to deliver.
Do they really think that this God is going to abandon them? Now, had they just begun to think a little bit in their minds there are some things that they could have concluded. The one thing, which is an easy conclusion is this: when it comes to God, the calf isn’t it! That is not God. If there is anything you can conclude that is an easy one. Well, you might say, but pastor, it was simply a symbol for God. They weren’t worshiping the calf they were worshiping the symbol. It was a representation of God. And I understand that. And I think that was true in Aaron’s mind because in verse 5 he says, “Tomorrow  will be a festival to the Lord.” I think that was Aaron’s intention. Aaron, I don’t believe, felt he was giving Israel an idol. For him, I think, it was a symbol to help them worship the true God. I think, though, that the people didn’t get the point and had other ideas. That is the problem with symbols. Symbols can be misread and misinterpreted.
 I went to an American Indian College to study during the January term one time and in their worship service, as the worship service began,  I looked up and I was shocked! On the wall in the front of the Sanctuary was this huge portrait of Jesus, but Jesus looked just like an American Indian with the full garb! And it shocked me because I was thinking Jesus is white. He’s got long hair. It made me think, “Isn’t Jesus also for me?” That is a problem with all physical representations of Jesus. We always cast him in our own image, number one. Secondly, when you do that it always excludes people. People think, “But isn’t Jesus also for me?” 
There is another problem with symbols. There is a fine line between symbols and idols. All of us have symbols in our lives – symbols of success or of the blessings that God has given to us: our homes, our cherished relationships, jobs, income, jewelry, a nice car. Symbols of God’s blessing and goodness are okay, but they can be easily turned into idols. You know they are turning into an idol when you find that you just can’t give them up. Symbols are easily relinquished because they only represent something you value. Idols are things we value. They are symbols turned into idols. The blessings of God were never meant to be our savior. They won’t get you out of the desert. Only the Blesser can do that. And you know you have turned a symbol into an idol in your life when you begin to seek the blessing more than the Blesser; when you value the symbol over what life is all about-  life is about relationships, relationship with God and the relationship with each other. And have you done that? 
We are going back to the story. Even the writers of Scripture, having read this about their forefathers and mothers were puzzled. They, themselves, were scratching their head, much like God scratches his head when we turn gold into god in our own lives. The later writers of Scripture were scratching their heads. One statement is captured in Psalm 106:7. “When our fathers were in Egypt they gave no thought to your miracles; they did not remember your many kindnesses…” which was a way of saying, “What were they thinking? If they had only thought through these things they wouldn’t have made these mistakes.” I guess that is the point. They weren’t thinking; they weren’t thinking.
 I think to understand what was going on you really have to get inside their shoes (or sandals). They had been in the desert for three long months. Now have you ever walked in sand? Have you ever been to the shore? How about walking through sand for three months with sandals on - that sand gets grinding between your toes? It is hot. They are tired. They have been hungry; they have been thirsty; they have been going the wrong direction for three months (and Moses won’t stop to get directions). We think Sinai, the Law, the Commandments – wonderful! They are thinking Promised Land; we are going South for three months, we are going in the wrong direction and to make matters worse Moses says he is going to go talk with God, every time he has done that he has only been gone for a day or two and now it has been five days and ten days and fifteen days and twenty days. 
Have you ever had a loved one in surgery? They say the surgery is only going to take 4 hours or 2 hours and then 4 hours passes and it is 4 ½ , 5, 5 ½, 6, 6 ½… What happens to you? The anxiety level starts to get higher and higher and higher and you want to hear something; you want to get some report. That is what was going on there. Five days became ten, ten-twenty, twenty-twenty five, thirty-thirty five, forty. It was unimaginable and they finally just couldn’t take it anymore. They let the anxiety get the best of them. 

Worst of all they had no one to go to. There was no God to cry out to because Moses was their link, their mediator, to God. He was the one who went to God and spoke the request. He was the one that brought God’s word back to them. So not only were they cut off  from their leader, they had been cut off from God. 
What do you do when you feel cut off from God? Have you ever been stressed out like that? As a result of stress and fear have you ever done something that later on you said to yourself, “What was I thinking?” If so, then you can relate to Israel. You can relate to this passage. This is exactly what they were going through. 
I was a chaplain in the hospital for a while. There was a car/train accident and this guy’s daughter was injured, seriously injured, and I had to deal with all these families. A bunch of families were in the ER that day because of that accident. I understood he was very anxious for his daughter but he did something very stupid. He decided to take his anxiety out on a cement wall. He punched the wall with all his might and he shattered his hand. Understandable? Absolutely! What was he thinking? Absolutely!

There is actually a better way of dealing with stress and anxiety. Alan (his son), a couple of  weeks ago had gotten frustrated with his sisters and he went to our bedroom for some reason, and he slammed the door. And on that wall is this very big painting we got a long time ago. Well, it popped off the wall and went tumbling down the stairs, and with each step that it hit, another part of the frame exploded. Going down the stairs another piece flies off and when it gets to the bottom the whole framing is gone. Just the portrait hits the wall. He sees it and he is just appalled. I hear him just bellowing out with cries because he thinks he is going to get it. And only by God’s grace, for some reason I thought, he has punished himself enough. 
And you know what? I have done the same thing in my own life. When I was a kid growing up I became angry and frustrated and I did things that were very stupid.  I broke things and it cost me a lot. I thought that this was a great opportunity just to sympathize with him and say, “You are more important than that portrait. I had to learn the hard way and you are going to learn the hard way too. There is a better way of dealing with your stress and anxiety and anger.” Which is really my hope for you and for us all- that when we blow it or when others know I blow it, that we would be gracious and merciful to each other. 

I know a lot of women- single moms in particular- perhaps by divorce- who are hoping and wishing to be married again, to have a godly man in their life. And they’ve prayed and  prayed and  prayed, and they’ve waited and waited and waited, and it seems as though their prayer is never going to be answered. With each passing moment and day, their anxiety level goes up and up and up thinking it is never going to happen. God isn’t going to fill my desire, and the temptation in that moment will be to latch onto the first person who shows you some attention. When you do that, so often you make some very bad mistakes in your life. I encourage you to not do that, never attempt to do that. Have you ever had a dream that you desired and you waited and waited and you weren’t sure God was ever going to fulfill it? Don’t make those bad choices in your life. Just wait. Luke 6:36 says “Be merciful just as your Heavenly Father is merciful.” 
Well, what do you do? What do you do then, beyond repentance and forgiveness, if you make a mistake or someone else makes a mistake? My encouragement is to learn from them. Don’t waste a good mistake. You can learn from your failures probably as much or more than you can from your successes. 

One thing you can learn from the story and that is number one: Don’t react out of emotion. Don’t make decisions based on fear or anxiety. You will always come to regret it. That is something again I learned. Every time I took out my anger on the door or a cupboard (I never took it out on my brothers or sisters because they would beat me up. I was scrawny in those days). Every time I did something like that it always cost me in overtime. I begin to learn there is a better way. Don’t react out of your emotions. I know a lot of guys who may experience marital trouble and react out of fear and begin to latch on to control their wife, thinking they are sure she is going to leave him. So he attempts to make sure that does not happen. But when you do that, when you react out of stress and anxiety and fear, you make matters worse. It is just a bad decision. 
I know some women have made the same mistake. Fearing their marriage was on the rocks decided the way to repair it is have another child. To have another child when you have a bad relationship is a very bad decision; never make decisions out of fear and out of anxiety. There is a better way.
Some of the better ways are these. If you listen to these things they will spare you a lot of heartache and a lot of headache. The first one is simply to be patient and wait on God. Probably this is Israel’s fundamental mistake. This is what lead to all the other mistakes - they simply weren’t patient enough. They didn’t wait on God. 
Even the Psalmist points this out in the same passage in Psalm 106.  “He saved them from the hand of the bow; from the hand of the enemy he redeemed them. The waters covered their adversaries; not one of them survived. Then they believed his promises and they sang his praise, but they soon forgot what he had done and did not wait for his counsel.” 
It is important for us to wait and just think how differently the story would read had they just waited maybe one more day or two more days. They wouldn’t have blown it, and it would have been just a wonderful story of praise and glory. It could have read so much differently. Again, had they just thought about it… 
They should have made a connection with their earlier experiences and realized that their God whom they are following likes to do this kind of stuff. He likes to test us a little bit in order to strengthen our faith. He does that. They should have realized that God had done this sort of thing before. Let’s just be patient; let it stretch our faith. God is not going to leave us as orphans. We are not going to die out here. The point of God taking them into the desert wasn’t so they would die; it wasn’t so that they would arrive. The point of their being out in the desert was to teach them that if you are going to walk with God you have to walk by faith. 
Why? Because it is your faith that changes you from being a slave to fear to being free! Imagine being free, actually free from fear! What would your life be like if you never experienced anxiety and fear? Wouldn’t that be wonderful? 
Number three. “Stop being anxious…”  Jesus says this (Matthew 6:25), “Stop being anxious.” You may that that’s unrealistic. You say “I can’t stop myself.” Well, yes you can. In fact all those in the field of dealing with anxiety say this is the beginning step. Doctors themselves say that to deal with anxiety disorders is you have to begin to control yourself; you have to start retraining mind. Plus, God would not expect something from you that He knows is impossible. If God expects us to stop, then we can stop. Perhaps not on our own , but we can stop. 
Another reason I know that we can stop being anxious is,  anxiety is not an emotion. It is a choice we make based upon some belief. I call them faulty beliefs. Israel… think of the things that went through their minds. Moses up on the mountain; he hasn’t come back in 40 days; way past time. Usually when Moses went up the mountain is was just for a day or a few hours. Now it’s been a day, two days, three….4…5…6..8..10…15….20…25..30… You can feel the anxiety rising. 

What kind of things could have run through their minds? “He fell down; he bumped his head; he is unconscious. He became ill. He is an old man; he couldn’t take the hike.” “Who is this guy anyway? We have only known him for three or four months at best. What do we know about him?’ We know he’s had a checkered past. He’s run off before too! He’s left us before, high and dry. Who says he hasn’t done it now? Wasn’t his father-in-law just here. Maybe they took the loot and ran off?  

And what about God? God left us; God has abandoned us. What are we going to do!!!?” 

All faulty thinking, of course. All not true.  Moses is fine. God would not leave them in the lurch. He was not going to abandon them. Think of the strange things you think in surgery. When surgery is running late, what are some of the things you are thinking? Something bad happened; they died.  You know, 99.99 % of the time you are wrong.
Being a single mom is tough.  I know a lot of you would like to be married and you are praying for God to lead the right man into your life. The temptation will be to settle though, when it seems to you that God has abandoned you. It’s been 1, 2, 5, 10 years and no man. It would be easy to grab onto the first person who pays attention to you and get involved in a relationship that is wrong for you. Why would you do such a thing?  Usually the thinking or the belief behind it is: that “bad love is better than no love at all.”  And it’s not true. It’s a faulty belief that causes anxiety and single women to make a bad choice in men.  Just wait until you get married to bad love. Bad love is worse!

Do you want to overcome anxiety? Then change your thinking. Fight your mind and tell it is wrong. Speak words of truth and faith to it. A good word of truth with which to fill your mind is in Psalm 27. Here is what it says: “I am still confident of this: I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart and wait for the Lord.” 
What that says is that God is interested in fulfilling your wishes and desires, not just in eternity, but here & now. You can be confident of that; wait on the Lord, though. He is strong. Take heart and wait on the Lord. Another thing that would have been helpful in this experience for them (and this is a radical idea). How about prayer? You know Philippians 4. You can probably quote this one yourselves, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”
 How differently it would have been had they called to God in prayer. They were concerned about Moses. Why not hold a prayer vigil and be praying for him? Asking for God’s help is important for us to do before anxiety reaches the level of the Hallelujah Chorus. Pray. Are you anxious about something? Pray. If God doesn’t answer, then like an airplane that doesn’t hear from the tower, go into a holding position and just wait. 
The last thing to do when going through a time in your life when you’ve make a mistake, you’ve blown it and you’ve reacted from your emotions is know that God still loves you. Know that your pastors still love you, and we will be here to pick up the pieces with you. But know that you are going to experience consequences for your choices. Don’t fight it or fuss about it. Just  take your lumps. “Be a man” about it. Ask God’s forgiveness. If you hurt someone or wronged them, make it right. Then, get up, dust yourself off and keep walking. Press on! The only way you are not going to get to the Promised Land is if you give up….if you stop walking.  Hear me! The Christian life is not a walk of perfection it is a walk of perseverance.
Don’t allow it to stop you. Don’t fall into a guilt pit. 
Hear these verses: “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free (it will set you free) from the law of sin and death.” (Romans 8:1)

“For he knows how we are formed; He knows that we are but dust…But from everlasting to everlasting is the Lord’s love with those who fear Him. (Psalm 103:14, 17) 

Walk, just walk and you will make it.  Israel made it. They made it to the Promised Land. They did it because they kept walking, and I encourage you to keep walking, as well. In the process of walking with God they learned some more things about life, themselves, and God. One thing they learned is that the only way they are actually going to live the Law is by communing with God. So they spent the rest of the time just walking and communing with him, and as they did that they made it, …and so will you! 
Let’s pray. 
