
THE MAKING OF A PEOPLE
WHO HAS THE LAST WORD?
Exodus is the story of how God brought into being a people who were going to be his light for the rest of the world. We'll be reading it for the next three weeks, looking out for how God worked with them. What happened in Egypt and the Sinai desert over 3,000 years ago was the beginning of our own story. God has given his Son to redeem us and has given us a place within this people.
read         Exodus 1:1-7. It might have been expected that their move to Egypt would lead to this tiny ethnic group withering or being absorbed and disappearing without trace. In fact, they grew. The theme is set for the chapter. Continue reading Exodus 1:8-21. The Israelites are subject to hardship and persecution as well as being away from their own land, but still they grow.
reflect     Hardship can have the opposite effect on the people of God to the one intended by the persecutors. Behind this story lies the continuing faithfulness of God to his promises to Israel's ancestors, that they would become a mighty people - in Egypt (Genesis 46:3). God's promises are not hindered by our circumstances. They are worked out in the events of history and in the lives of his people -even (especially?) our harder times.
read      Exodus 1:22. The chapter closes on a down note; Pharaoh is not finished yet. Does God have the last word after all? When we are in the position of Israel here, we have to remember the experience of the earlier parts of the chapter. Our lives are still lived under God's promise.
pray         for the church where it suffers hardship or persecution. Pray that it may be able to live in hope - not because the situation is hopeful (it may not be), but because it has God's promise and can call to mind the fulfilment of God's promises in the past.
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RECALL
READ
REFLECT
READ
REFLECT
PRAY
 THEIR LEADER: ONE WITH THEM, BUT MARKED OFF
the anguish and heartache for families implied by Exodus 1:22. Read Exodus 2:1, 2 against that background. If you were this couple, what would you do as the child grew too old to be concealed any longer? Note the comment in Hebrews 11:23. Behind the story is not merely the distress of parents but the faith of believers.
Exodus 2:3-10. The writer hasn't told us anything about the feelings of Amram and Jochebed (Exodus 6:20); as they abandon Moses. Perhaps they shrewdly left him where he would be likely to be found by some Egyptian woman with motherly instincts. But questions would remain. What kind of person would he be? What would happen to him? How would he be brought up? All this had to be left to God.
What happens is that Pharaoh's daughter frustrates her father's edict, and provides Israel's future leader with the education he will find most useful! Are there ways in which you can see God using unlikely experiences he has taken you through as preparation for the ministry he wants you to exercise?
Exodus 2:11-22. Now an adult, Moses shows himself the stuff that leaders are made of, but it works less well sometimes (11-15) than others (16-22).
His royal education formed part of Moses' preparation for leadership, but so did his experience in the desert. Can you see ways in which God has prepared you (or is preparing you) to serve his people, by taking things away as well as by giving them?
for leaders in the church whom you know or know of, and pray for God to be at work in them for the sake of his people, in what he gives and in what he takes away.
 THE LORD HEARS AND BEGINS TO ACT
consider   Have you known times when you were so low (or when someone you were concerned for was so low) that you couldn't really pray? Read Exodus 2:23-25. Israel's anguished groans are not really prayers. They could hardly raise their heads to speak to him. But God heard, God remembered, God saw, God cared. In all their distress God too was distressed (Isaiah 63:9), and this would lead him to act on their behalf.
pray         For believers who may be in this position, perhaps
suffering affliction or persecution elsewhere in the world. Ask God to listen, remember, look, care: to feel their distress and to send the angel who brings his own presence to pick them up and carry them through it.
read         Exodus 3:1-9. We cannot know when in the regular course of our work or life God is going to make some ordinary bush burn with strange fire, and we cannot make that happen. But we can walk round with our eyes open, wondering what ordinary thing or person he may be about to reveal himself through, and we can be ready both to draw near in wonder and to draw back in awe.
meditate   The God who met Moses is with you as you seek him
now. The place where you are is holy ground. Draw near to him in wonder. Draw back in awe.
read         Exodus 3:10-15. When God appears to us and reveals aspects of his purpose to us, it is unlikely to be just for our enjoyment. Exodus 2:23-25 is the background to God's appearing to Moses. Exodus 3:10 explains that to Moses. God's action, like God's revealing himself, is not just something for watching and enjoying, but something to involve ourselves in.
act	Where have you seen God beginning to act in new ways
recently? Does he want you to involve yourself?
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BUT ...!
imagine    that God has appeared to you as he did to Moses. He has a particular job for you to do. It will involve leadership, commitment, speaking ability . . . what are your hesitations? Moses has a number!
read         'Who am I?' Read Exodus 3:11,12. The burden of God's reply is that it doesn't matter who Moses is: what matters is who is with him. And like Moses, we may only know God's presence as experienced certainty when it has actually happened. In the meantime, we have to live in moment-by-moment trust - by faith, not by sight. 'Who are you, then?' Read Exodus 3:13-17. When God involves himself with us in new ways, he is also revealing new aspects of himself to us. Here 'the God of our fathers' becomes 'Yahweh' ('Jehovah' in old English, 'the LORD' in most English translations). God does not change - his consistency is our security. But he is adaptable, not inflexible, never out-of-date, always able to be whatever we need in situations that have not occurred before. Yet his explanation of himself (14) remains cryptic. We can never reckon to have him taped!
'What about them, though?' Read Exodus 4:1-9. God has the power to make clear that he has appeared to you. 'I'm not the speaking sort.' Read Exodus 4:10-12. 'What matters is whether I'm the speaking sort. I will give you the words.'
'I'd really rather not.' Read Exodus 4:13-17. 'Come on, Moses, enough is enough.' Only at the fifth time of asking does God's patience begin to wear thin. The story reveals to us a less confident and impetuous Moses from the one we met in chapter 2. The job he will undertake he will do because God wants, not because he wants.
reflect     Are there aspects of what God says to Moses that you can hear him saying to you?
 THE OLD AND THE NEW IN THEIR LIFE
To focus on the theme of the making of a people, we are leaving out chs 5-11, but you might like to glance through that story of a man's resistance to God, which ultimately serves God's purpose because it helps to reveal God's power. The story is about to come to a terrible climax.
reflect     It had seemed as if Israel was finished. Pharaoh would
never let them go. But read Exodus 12:1,2. God declares that they will look back on this moment as the beginning of their lives: even the calendar will testify to the God who makes the end into a fresh beginning. He turns apparent dead ends into moments of new creation.
Easter is such a moment. Good Friday seemed a dead end. Easter Day offers the evidence that God enjoys finding the way out of impossible situations for his people. Praise him that he is this sort of God.
read         Exodus 12:3-20. Passover and Unleavened Bread took up aspects of spring festivals familiar to shepherds and farmers. The old festivals focus on the cycle of nature, and celebrate or seek God's blessing in that realm. The new festivals celebrate God's acting on once-for-all occasions in his people's history, proving himself to be their redeemer as well as the God of creation.
remember  The trouble with once-for-all acts of God, however, is that they become events of the remote past. Israel is called to relive this occasion each year (I 1,15; compare 39), to remind them that it was this event in their past that made them what they were in the present. We relive the first Easter each year for the same purpose.
resolve     Christ our passover lamb has been sacrificed: so we are invited to keep our festival (see I Corinthians 5:7,8). Let this festival-spirit run through your life today! Is there a specific thing you could do to make it a celebration?
READ
READ
PRAY
 THE MAKING OF A PEOPLE
THE DESTROYING OF A PEOPLE

Passover is a joyful occasion but also a solemn and dreadful one. The Egyptians were never going to release the Israelites unless they were forced to. So the moment of redemption for one is the moment of judgment for another. It was so when Christ came, too: see Luke 2:34. 

Exodus 12:21-33. It is a mistake to look for 'natural' explanations of the plagues and of this final event: both Egypt and Israel recognized something supernatural about them. The exodus involved a crucial battle between God and his purposes, and the forces that opposed him.
The holocaust among the firstborn of Egypt corresponds to the one among Israel's babies which the Egyptians had brought upon Israel earlier. Exodus emphasizes the justice of God's judgment. The firstborn of Egypt (who will, of course, have been mostly adults) share in the responsibility of Egypt as a whole for its attitude to Israel and to the Lord. If any of them have made their own response to him, then they will have a share in the new Jerusalem, along with the babies of Israel slaughtered earlier. There God himself will wipe away the tears of the mothers of Egypt and the mothers of Israel together, and there the leaves of the tree of life are for the healing of all the nations (Revelation 21:4; 22:2).



Exodus 14:10-31. Apparently even the slaughter of the firstborn did not convince the Egyptians that Yahweh is God and the Egyptian gods are nothing (see v 18). But the same issues surface here as in the Passover story. Despite God's compassion at this moment judgment takes precedence over mercy. Wrath is God's 'strange work' (Isaiah 28:21). It is not first nature to him. But it is part of his nature. He is not soft over evil.
Let the seriousness and certainty of God's judgment give urgency and energy to your praying now, especially for people who do not obey him.

  
THE MAKING OF A PEOPLE
GOD'S LEADING OF HIS PEOPLE
THINK	How has God seemed to be leading your church over the past five years? What new ventures have you felt drawn into? How have you known what God's will was?
READ	Exodus 13:17-14:9.
BACKGROUND The Philistine country through which God did not take Israel is near the Mediterranean coast and is thus the direct route to Canaan. The desert is not Sahara-like sand dunes but uncultivated steppe - an area of low rainfall, but capable of supporting flocks. The route Israel is led through probably corresponds to what is now the Suez Canal area.
REFLECT God led Israel in ways that were unexpected, though logical when you consider the reasons (13:17-20). He led them clearly - the miraculous column of cloud and fire symbolized his guiding presence for them (21,22). He spoke directly to them, to direct them in his way (14:1,2). He led them in ways that demanded trust, because they ended in an apparent cul-de-sac which did not look like the road to victory it would eventually be (3,4). He led them in the light of his own purpose - which ensured that his way was not a cul-de-sac (5-9): there is an utter contrast between Pharaoh's plan and God's, but Pharaoh, without realizing it, furthers God's purpose as he implements his own decisions.
consider   again ways in which your church has changed and sought to follow God's will. Does any of Israel's experience throw light on your church's experience?
pray         'Lighten our darkness with your column of fire; grant us the presence symbolized for Israel by the cloud; and speak your word of direction to us when we need it. Lead us in ways that are unexpected and puzzling if you will, as long as you are fulfilling your good purpose for us.'
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PRAISE
TESTIFY
EXPECT
REFLECT
 A PEOPLE'S PRAISE
Exodus I5 offers the response of God's people in music, singing and dancing when he has redeemed them. First, read vs 1, 2 and 20, 21. This, the Bible's first song of praise, is also one to be sung again near the end of the story of the world's redemption (Revelation 15:3). It celebrates what God has done for the whole people. Yet it begins in joy at what God has done for me - how many times do T and 'my' occur in vs 1,2? Work through these, and turn them into your personal praise for what God has done for all his people — you included.
Read vs 3-12. The bulk of the song is a testimony. T gives way to 'he', the Lord. Reference to the singers and their feelings gives way to a focus entirely given to him. Even Moses is unmentioned. All the attention is on God and what he has done. All the glory is his. When we worship God, we respond to what he has done. When we praise God, we at the same time testify to his faithfulness. Make this part of Israel's praise your own by acknowledging what he has done for you.
Read vs 13-18. The song is also a response of anticipation. The acts of redemption God is still to do are present to the eyes of faith and hope. The God who has dealt with the Egyptians can deal with the other little obstacles that separate his people from the place of promise. This great victory is the guarantee that he will always reign. Make this part of the song your own, too. Look forward to what God has still to do to bring you and his church to their destiny, and praise him that he is going to get us all there.
Centuries later, Jews in exile understandably doubted whether it was still true that 'our God reigns', and that had to be reaffirmed (Isaiah 52:7-10). This fact always needs to be the centre of our faith and hope, the content of our testimony, and the stimulus to our praise.

 THE EXPERIENCE OF THE WILDERNESS
recall      Yesterday's reading recorded the enthusiastic praise of
Israel when God proved himself to them by meeting their need at a moment of terrible crisis. Perhaps you yourself have had the experience of proving God's power and presence, but then of that highpoint being succeeded by a letdown.
read         Exodus 15:22-26. Not only is triumph followed by
letdown: the feeling of letdown is compounded when the people think they have found the solution to the crisis, but this turns out to be a disappointment (23).
The calling of the people of God in a situation like this is to keep trusting him, but their natural reaction is to complain (24). Often that complaint is expressed as a murmur against the leaders of God's people - that is easier than complaining directly against God (compare Exodus 16:8). The wise leader knows what to do - he turns not in complaint but in heartfelt prayer to the God who had already proved that he hears the cry of people in need (25). And the occasion of disappointment and sin becomes, in God's grace, the way he teaches his people and reveals himself in a new way (25,26).
reflect     Israel's experiences on her journey from Egypt to Canaan are typical of the ones God's people go through and of the way we respond to them: see I Corinthians   0:1 -13. Paul indicates there that the church imperils its relationship with him if it refuses to learn the lessons these stories were intended to teach. Can you see anything of the pattern of this particular story in your church's life?
read         Exodus 15:27. Twelve is the number of Jacob's sons,
seventy the number of his family when they went to Egypt (Exodus 1:4). Elim provides for the whole people.
pray         for your church along lines suggested by the story.
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BREAD FROM HEAVEN
 PREPARING TO MEET GOD
 
RECALL
READ
MEDITATE
READ
READ
ASK
 One might have expected that the event we read of yesterday was a one-off occasion. In fact it was but the first in a cycle of stories with the same pattern, as history repeats itself with variations.
Exodus 16:1-12. Here there is no particular deprivation to complain about, but people complain nevertheless. They laughably misrepresent life before the Lord redeemed them. Yet he provides for them all the same, and thus reveals how gracious he is.
John 6:30-58 takes up the idea of 'bread from heaven' and applies it to Jesus. He is challenged to do some miracle like producing bread from heaven, as Moses did. He declares that he is the real bread from heaven: life-giving for ever and eternally satisfying. Meditate on what it means to 'feed' on Jesus as the 'living bread'. Feed on his provision now.
Exodus 16:13-30. In a sense, what they wanted was that God should prove himself to them, and he does so. But he turns the tables on them: by the way he provides, he makes them prove themselves. Will they accept his provision on his terms, day by day? And will they trust him to provide for them on the Sabbath, when they do nothing at all to provide for themselves?
Exodus 16:31-35. God's provision lasts as long as it is needed. Even afterwards it is not to be forgotten, because it shows that we do not live by bread alone . . . (Deuteronomy 8:1 -3 comments on this story.)
Am I made lazy by the knowledge that God will provide? Or always busy trying to do everything, as if nothing could be left to God? In what areas of life might I and my church be behaving as if my ability at breadmaking was what decided whether we lived? Bring your answers to God in prayer.
 think       How do you prepare to meet God? How do you, for
instance, spend the half hour before church? How did you spend the week before Easter?
read         Exodus 19:1-8. Before God met with Israel, he wanted to know whether they were serious about meeting with him. He had reached out to them in love to make them his people, but the plan will only work if they respond and commit themselves to serving him. They said they were ready to commit themselves to him. But in the light of subsequent events, there is a sadness about their words.
One way of preparing to meet with God at a church service would be to take the words of the people in v 8; examine yourself to see if you can say them with honesty before God; and then ask for his help as you say them.
read         Exodus 19:9-19. Another kind of preparation for meeting God follows: a ritual preparation that gives outward visible expression to people's need to be cleansed, to take God's awesomeness seriously, and to abstain even from the best things of everyday life at times in order to concentrate on him.
consider   In the New Testament, Hebrews 12:18-29 takes up this passage. At first glance it may seem to contrast the awesomeness of Sinai with the mercy of Christ. But actually this is not the point Hebrews makes. Rather, it urges us to remember how awesome it was to come to the earthly place of God's appearing, so that we may sense how much more awesome it is that we have access to God's presence in heaven.
reflect     It is awesome to be in personal contact with the mighty
God, the Lord Creator, the just Judge, the consuming fire. Yet how great is his grace, that he speaks to me, and his fire does not consume me!
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MEANWHILE
READ
MEDITATE
PRAY

 GOD AND MAN AT TABLE ARE SAT DOWN
in
Again, to concentrate on the theme of the making of a people, we will pass over the chapters that itemize that commitment which God looks for from Israel, which she accepted in chapter   9. But the/ are important chapters for seeing how God's standards are to be applied ' ordinary social life.
Exodus 24:1-18. Here is an utterly solemn moment. The story once again stresses how important it is that Israel makes her commitment to walking in God's ways. The mutual commitment of God and people is sealed in blood. The leaders have a vision of God enthroned in splendour beyond the blue of the sky, and they enjoy a fellowship meal with him. The whole people see the fiery splendour of God settling on the mountain as the Lord meets with Moses. It is one of the most breathtaking scenes in the Bible.
We, too, are committed to walking in God's ways. Our relationship with him is sealed by covenant blood, too, as each Lord's Supper reminds us. We, too, see the glory of God, in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 4:6). He eats with us too, and we with him (Revelation 3:20). We, too, recognize the presence of God, tabernacling in the world in Christ (John   : 4). Our response might well be, 'Go away from me, Lord; I am too sinful for you.' But his reply in turn is always, 'Don't be afraid' (Luke 5:8,10).
My God, how wonderful thou art, thy majesty how bright! How beautiful thy mercy-seat in depths of burning light!
How wonderful, how beautiful
the sight of thee must be,
thine endless wisdom, boundless power
and aweful purity
 
 GOD'S DWELLING AMONG HIS PEOPLE
LOOKING FORWARD
The rest of the book of Exodus focuses especially on the building of a tabernacle (a tent) where God would dwell in the midst of his people, and on the establishing of a ministry to serve him there. Chapters 25-32 comprise God's instructions for these; chapters 35-40 describe how precisely they were carried out.
READ
Exodus 25:1-8. The materials the Israelites assembled                   represented the richest of those things they could bring in the desert. God's tent was to be the most splendid possible version of the kind of tent the Israelites themselves lived in.
consider   Is the place where you meet to worship God more
splendid than the houses that the people live in? Or is there good reason why that is not the case? Is there some other way in which you 'make something beautiful for God' that shows how much his presence with you means?
GLANCE OVER
Exodus 25:9-27:21. The chapters describe the tent itself and its furnishings. In its inner room is the ark, simply an ornate chest to contain the ten commandments, the 'testimony' to the covenantal basis of God's relationship with Israel. The chest's cover recalls the covering of sin through the sacrifices offered at the great altar in the tent's courtyard. The tent's outer room contains a table for the bread laid before God's presence, a symbol of the people's dependence on him for daily bread and of their enjoyment of fellowship with him. It also contains a lampstand to make it possible for there to be illumination in what would otherwise be total darkness.
consider   The church is intended to demonstrate relationship with God, forgiveness, dependence and fellowship, light in darkness. Which of these is your church better or worse at? How could it be more effective?
pray         for your church in the light of your reflections.
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THE PEOPLE'S SIN AND THEIR LEADER'S PRAYER
recall      At the summit of Mount Sinai God is speaking with Moses about the way he is to be worshipped; about the shrine with its altar made to his specifications (but with no image of him, because that was forbidden); about the people giving their gold and other precious possessions for the making of the shrine; about fellowship offerings and burnt offerings to be made to him there; about Aaron's consecration as high priest; about his own promise to come to dwell there and enjoy fellowship with his people, in fulfilment of his purpose as the one who brought them out of Egypt.
READ
Exodus 32:1-8. Trace in detail how all that you have just recalled has got turned upside-down at the foot of Mount Sinai.
CONSIDER
It sometimes seems that the moment when God blesses his people most clearly becomes the moment when things fall apart most spectacularly. That pattern goes back to the beginning of the story of God's people. It warns us never to underestimate the sinfulness of the people of God. Can you illustrate that from your own experience? How would you expect God, and Moses, to react?
read         Exodus 32:9-14. Moses does not rejoice in judgment
even though he is exempted. He is bold in his challenge to God himself. He reminds him of the purpose he has begun and surely still wishes to complete, of the discredit he risks bringing on his own name, and of the promise he has made in the past. He does not hesitate to ask God to change his mind about his intentions.
reflect     And God does what Moses asks him to do. God's object in revealing his plans to us is to give us a real part in the decision-making process - that is one of the significances of prayer. What are the situations and who are the people you know who demand urgent prayer of this kind?
pray         for them now.
 THE PEOPLE'S SIN AND THEIR LEADER'S PRAYER (2)
recall      Has there been an occasion when you were in particular need and prayed for God to do something special for you? Or when you prayed what seemed a particularly cheeky prayer? What happened?
read         Exodus 33:12-23.
be bold     For Israel, Moses prays for God to show his personal concern for the people and his involvement with them (12-17) - despite the fact that God has already revealed that his attitude to them is such that he surely has no intention of doing any such thing (I -3). Once again he shows us that when God allows us to know what he plans, he may not mean us to take that as his final word. It is rather an invitation to consider our response. For himself, Moses prays a prayer of astounding boldness (18). God's glory is the visible splendour of his personal nature. Moses seeks the inspiration for his task which a vision of that would bring. Are there prayers of this boldness that you could be praying, for yourself or for the church?
be logical Moses lays before God the reasons why he should do as Moses asks. The requests relate to the calling God himself gave him (I2a). They come from someone to whom God has said he is committed and whom he has begun to bless (I2b). They relate to matters that will lead to a deeper knowledge of God (I3a). Ultimately they concern the welfare of God's people (13b). Do these features of the logic of Moses' prayer suggest more things you could say to God?
be open     The plea for God to change his mind receives a straight 'Yes' (17). The plea for a vision of God receives a 'No, but . . .' (19-23). We can be sure that if God says 'No' to our prayers, it is always a 'No, but . . .'. We needn't limit our prayers because we fear refusal. Can you see unexpected ways in which God is answering prayers you have prayed?
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READ
ASK
TAKE COMFORT
PRAY
 A REVELATION OF SIN AND A REVELATION OF LOVE
Exodus 34:1-8. When God appears and proclaims his own nature to Moses, this involves proclaiming something of the nature of human wrongdoing. The images that are used to describe wrongdoing come from experiences of everyday life. It is a matter of 'wickedness': the word actually suggests going astray or choosing the wrong road - the strange wilfulness that sees the right road but turns away from it. 'Rebellion' suggests rejecting the authority of one who is over you, like a son rebelling against his father or a colony against the imperial power. The authority has issued many warnings, but found its subject 'stiff-necked'. 'Sin' is failing to hit the target - doing your best but finding that your best is not good enough. The consequence of all these is guilt: we are on trial and have no way of finding acquittal.
Where can you see all these in your own life?
Alongside this dictionary of sin is a dictionary of terms for God's love. He is 'compassionate': the word suggests the feelings of a mother for a wayward or suffering son or daughter. He is 'gracious': he blesses and saves, not because we deserve it but because this is his nature. He is 'slow to anger', or long-suffering. He abounds in 'love' and 'faithfulness': the words denote the kind of commitment that two people are bound to show when they have made lifelong promises to each other, and the kind of dependability that is firm and reliable. And thus people who have no hope of acquittal actually find God 'forgiving' them. Can you see how these characteristics of God apply to you in the light of your self-examination?
Be gracious to me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my acts of rebellion. Wash away all my wickedness and cleanse me from my sin.
 THEIR GIVING
THINK BACK
About now, you may be receiving a tax return form from your tax inspector - or at least a P60 form, giving your earnings for the year, from your employer. What did you earn over the past year? How much did you give away: to support the ministry of your church, to further the spread of the gospel, to share with the needy? If you don't know, you may want to work out a way to keep track of your giving for this new tax year!
read         Exodus 35:4-9, 20-29; 36:2-7.
consider   how the Israelites gave. It was individual: words such as
'everyone' keep recurring. It stemmed from the way each of them was moved in heart and in spirit (21,22,29) - but it was not just 'spiritual feeling' but real, solid, countable, costly action. Note what they gave: the best that they possessed (22,23,27,28) and the best that they could make specially for the occasion (24-26). Each made a particular contribution, without which the work as a whole could not have been completed. The picture of the workers embarrassed at the over-provision of their needs (36:3-7) makes one smile wistfully. The giving of the people of God has not often been like this! And note why they gave. They gave 'to make something beautiful for God.' But it was also because they had been specifically bidden to do so (4-9). There is no conflict between clear instruction and freewill offering (29).
reflect     What makes people give like that? In the story of the
forgiven prostitute (Luke 7:36-50), at least, it is because her love responds to the love she has received. Paul reminds the Philippians that generosity like theirs also brings a blessing to the givers, out of God's own riches (Philippians 4:14- 9).
talk to GOD    in whatever way you need, about your giving and that of your church.
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THEIR GIFTS AT WORK
 THE PRESENCE OF GOD WITH THEM
 
THINK BACK
READ
CONSIDER
GLANCE OVER
PRAY

 What do you see as the gifts that you exercise in church life? What are the gifts you exercise at work and at home? How do the two compare? In the life of your church generally, which are the gifts people especially value?
Exodus 35:10-19, 30-35; 36:1,2. The object of the giving we considered yesterday was that the Israelites could begin the creative work that the rest of Exodus describes.
It is nice to find that the first spiritual gifts in the Bible are practical abilities in design, woodwork, metalwork, embroidery, weaving and building - and the ability to teach others these practical crafts. Note that Moses assumes that the tabernacle requires what we might call the natural abilities that people have; yet it speaks of these as the result of being filled with the Spirit (35:31). He makes no artificial distinction between what God gives by nature and what he gives by grace. Do you yourself have gifts of a practical or creative kind (or do other churchmembers you know) that could be used in God's service more? Does your church have need of people's more practical gifts in order for its life in general to be made more beautiful for God?
chs 36-39 (just the chapter headings will give you the idea). They are actually virtually_a straight repetition of material from chapters 25-30. The difference, of course, is that the detailed instructions there are now being put into effect. Repeating the exact words makes the point that the tabernacle was built exactly as the Lord had said. There is a blessing attached to such faithfulness (39:43). The story continues in Leviticus, where God's instructions regarding priesthood and sacrifice are implemented.
Take my love; my Lord, I pour at thy feet its treasure-^ store. Take myself, and I will be ever, only, all for thee.1

 
 look back over the chapters of Exodus you have read over these three weeks. Have there been ways God has especially spoken to you? Recall any before him, and thank him for them.
read         Exodus 40:33-38. The presence of God comes to the tabernacle, and accompanies Israel on their journeying. The theme of the presence of God runs through Exodus. The book begins with the people apparently abandoned by God's presence. Then he promises his presence to the one through whom he will rescue them (3:12). He shows that he is present to people who don't take any notice of him (chs 7-12). His presence accompanies Israel from Egypt to Sinai (e.g. 13:21,22; compare 40:36-38). His presence is known in power at Sinai (chs 19-24). The instructions for the building of the tabernacle and for the establishing of Israel's system of worship promise the way in which God's presence will continue to be known (chs 25-31). Israel's sin at Sinai threatens to forfeit his presence, while also underlining its indispensability (32-34). The actual building of the tabernacle provides Israel with the place where his presence will indeed be known (chs 35-40): but the experience of the presence of God is only the beginning of a journey with God (40:34-38).
reflect     What do these different aspects of God's presence in the book of Exodus mean to you at the moment?
worship 'You will fill me with joy in your presence' (Psalm 16:1 I). Tremble, O earth, at the presence of the LORD' (Psalm I 14:7).
'Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them' (Revelation 21:3). The shelter of your presence' (Psalm 3 1:20).
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THINK	How has God seemed to be leading your church over the past five years? What new ventures have you felt drawn into? How have you known what God's will was?
READ	Exodus 13:17-14:9.
The Philistine country through which God did not take Israel is near the Mediterranean coast and is thus the direct route to Canaan. The desert is not Sahara-like sand dunes but uncultivated steppe - an area of low rainfall, but capable of supporting flocks. The route Israel is led through probably corresponds to what is now the Suez Canal area.
BACKGROUND God led Israel in ways that were unexpected, though logical when you consider the reasons (13:17-20). He led them clearly - the miraculous column of cloud and fire symbolized his guiding presence for them (21,22). He spoke directly to them, to direct them in his way (14:1,2). He led them in ways that demanded trust, because they ended in an apparent cul-de-sac which did not look like the road to victory it would eventually be (3,4). He led them in the light of his own purpose - which ensured that his way was not a cul-de-sac (5-9): there is an utter contrast between Pharaoh's plan and God's, but Pharaoh, without realizing it, furthers God's purpose as he implements his own decisions.
consider   again ways in which your church has changed and sought to follow God's will. Does any of Israel's experience throw light on your church's experience?
pray         'Lighten our darkness with your column of fire; grant us the presence symbolized for Israel by the cloud; and speak your word of direction to us when we need it. Lead us in ways that are unexpected and puzzling if you will, as long as you are fulfilling your good purpose for us.'



