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Listen to the Prophet
 
          I tried to count and lost track.  There are literally hundreds and hundreds of Christian denominations in America.  At times I run into people who are troubled by that, “Why can’t all those churches get together?”  At other times I run into people who don’t really care how many church bodies there are.  They just want to know where they can go to hear the truth.  Inquirers like that are not typically interested in denominations but want to know what it takes to have a relationship with God, what it means to have a spiritual life, or simply, “Is this church business really going to help make more sense of my life?”
          There are answers to those concerns.  Moses directs our attention to the One who gives us the inside scoop, the One who makes sure that all our questions about spirituality and religion and our relationship with God are answered.  Moses points to a great Messenger from God, a Prophet, in fact, the greatest Herald of good news there will ever be.  Moses tells us: "Listen to the Prophet" as God connects himself to use through that Prophet and speaks the truth to us through that Prophet.
God connects himself to us through that Prophet
          The high point in the history of the Israelite nation, which is consistently referred to throughout the Old Testament as a touchstone for the way in which God deals with his people, is the exodus from Egypt.  Fourteen hundred fifty years before the birth of Christ, God said, “I am going to rescue my people from slavery in Egypt and take them to the promised land.”  Under God’s mighty hand the Israelites left Egypt, walked between walls of water, and entered the wilderness for the long journey to Canaan.  But once in the wilderness the people started to complain.  They sounded like little kids after an hour of walking around the mall.  “We’re tired.  We’re hungry.  We don’t like the food.  We should have stayed in Egypt.”
          How did God deal with those people?  You know what he could have done.  You know what he should have done.  He could have and should have blasted them with lightning bolts.  Instead he said, “Okay, people!  We are going over to that mountain over there, and we are going to have a little chat.”  Of course, when God spoke, the people were terrified.  Lightning lit up the sky.  Thunder boomed from dark and ominous clouds.  Fire and thick smoke billowed around the top of the mountain.  The ground shook.  The Israelites cried out, “Let us not hear the voice of the LORD our God nor see this great fire anymore, or we will die."  Those sinful, complaining Israelites could not stand before the holy God.  They needed a go-between, someone who would be a connector with God.
          Here’s where Moses fit into the picture.  He served as God’s spokesman, the go-between, the mediator, so they could listen to God and talk to God without getting blasted.  When they asked, “What is God like?  How does he operate?  How will he connect with us?” Moses proclaimed God’s answers.  He provided the link.  He told them what God told him to say, “I can only tolerate people in my presence if they are perfect in every way.  If they aren’t they will have to pay for their shortcomings, failures, and misdeeds - with their life!  But I know these Israelites can’t live up to those demands.  So I am also promising to cover their inability with the ability of a substitute and to pay for their misdeeds with the blood of that same substitute.”  That’s how God connected with the Israelites.
          When we think of the term “prophet,” we often think of someone who can foretell the future.  But really the main job of a prophet among the Israelites was to announce what God demanded of them and what God was going to do for them so that they would know how God connects with them.  Through the prophets God said, “I will punish you for all your sins” (Amos 3:2b), yet I am also "the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger abounding in love and faithfulness” (Exodus 34:6).  The prophets proclaimed God’s anger and God’s mercy.
          Sad to say, the Israelites didn’t always listen to Moses and the other prophets.  They closed their hearts to God’s message and even persecuted and killed some prophets [e.g. Jeremiah].  By the time Jesus came into the world the people were searching for answers to the age-old questions, “Just what is God like?  How does he operate?  He does he connect with us?”  Their religious leaders did not function as God’s spokesmen.  Some of them told people, “Do whatever you want.  Go ahead and sin.  God won’t care.  There is no afterlife, no calling to account.”  Others clouded the issue by saying, “God will get you if you don’t behave.  So if you want to please him, here are all kinds of rules to follow.  If you live like we tell you to, you will earn God’s favor.”  The people really needed a go-between, a mediator, a prophet, a spokesman, to clear the air and uncover the way to connect with God.
          Moses said, “The LORD your God will raise up for you a Prophet like me from among your brothers."  Jesus did all that.  He is “like Moses” in that he serves as the Go-between, the Mediator, the Connector between God and sinners.  He has all the characteristics to make that link real.  He is “from among your brothers.”  In other words, he is human.  He is one of us.  He put himself in our shoes.  He experienced our pain, our problems, our temptations, but without complaining, and, best of all, without falling short of God’s expectations.  Yet, he is more than one of us.  He himself is divine.  The Lord told Moses, “I will raise up a Prophet."  God not only chose the one to be the Go-between.  He sent his one and only Son to do it.
          Just what is God like?  How does he operate?  How does he connect with us?  If you want answers, look at the Great Prophet!  God describes himself as the God who punishes sinners and also forgives sinners.  How can he do both?  Look at Jesus!  The Lord lifted the sentence of doom off of our shoulders and dumped it squarely onto Jesus.  All of God’s anger against sinners he aimed at our substitute.  Jesus died.  Yet at that very same world-changing event, God demonstrated his love for us because he didn’t punish us for all the stupid and downright awful things we do.  Instead, we get mercy and compassion and a clean slate.  That’s what God is like.  That’s how he operates.  That’s how he connected himself to us.
          I’m sure you could come up with a whole list of problems in your life like when others stepped in your space and got in your face and dragged you down.  Then, on top of all that gets messed up around us, a horrible national disaster reminds us that our life in this world is not permanent.  We begin to wonder, “What’s going on?”  But when life gets messed up, just remember that the real problem is not in Iraq or in the economy or in the presidential race.  The real problem is in my heart and yours because our sin damages our relationship with God.  Even if you aren’t feeling guilty for doing something wrong, you still have to understand that a mere creature has no right to enter into the presence of the Creator as if you are talking over the fence with your neighbor.
          But we can and we do stand without fear before the Creator because in Christ Jesus, our Great Prophet, and "through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence" (Ephesians 3:12).  Jesus himself said, “Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life” (John 5:24).  Listen to the Prophet!  God connects himself to us through him.
 
 
God speaks the truth to us through that Prophet
           By now most of you have received your tax rebates and maybe even your stimulus check.  If you ever tried to work on your tax forms yourself, you know how confusing they can be.  You run into words like compensation, deduction, distribution, depreciation, amortization, and you begin to ask, “Just what does this mean?”  Some people have a tax expert prepare their taxes.  But even then a person can’t be sure that the expert will do the job error free and still might be haunted by the question, “How can I avoid errors?”  That is an important question at tax time.
          That is also an important question in spiritual matters.  What does God say about his relationship with people, and how can we be sure that what we hear is error free?  Moses answered that question, too.
          There were plenty of voices vying for the Israelites’ attention, offering to answer the big questions of life.  Surrounding nations were well versed in the occult and dangled temptations in front of their eyes like dollars in front of a beggar.  “Do you want to know whether you can count on a great crop next spring?  Check the local sorceress.”  “Do you want to know whether your army will win its next battle?  Call the local prophet.”  “Would you like to find out whether your marriage will endure?  Shake the dice.”  Those were real temptations for the Israelites.  That’s why Moses unloaded this warning, “The nations you will dispossess listen to those who practice sorcery or divination.  But as for you, the LORD your God has not permitted you to do so."
          So how were they going to find out the truth in order to answer the big questions in life?  Moses said, “God will raise up a Prophet from among your own brothers ... You must listen to him ... [for the Lord says] I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell [you] everything I command.  If anyone does not listen to my words that the Prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account.  But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death."
          Throughout Israelite history God’s prophets spoke God’s truth to them even when the message wasn’t so pleasant.  Sad to say, the people of Israel didn’t always listen.  They preferred prophets who gave the impression that God tolerates sin.  By the time Jesus came into the world the Israelites were listening to preachers who made all kinds of claims about speaking God’s truth.  More and more the Israelite people were looking for an earthly deliverer from political oppression rather than a spiritual deliverer from the oppression of sin.  They really needed a true prophet.
          Jesus is that Great Prophet.  He spoke God’s truth.  When challenged by his opponents, Jesus told them honestly, “The very work that the Father has given me to finish, and which I am doing, testifies that the Father has sent me.  And the Father who sent me has himself testified concerning me ... Do not think I will accuse you before the Father.  Your accuser is Moses, on whom your hopes are set.  If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me” (John 5:36-37,45-46).
          How do we get the true answers to the big questions in life?  Listen to the Great Prophet, Jesus Christ!  All sixty-six books of the Bible were written to point us to Jesus.  Through the words of Scripture our Great Prophet speaks God’s truth to us, the truth about sin and sin forgiven.  Jesus is the Great Prophet who gives us God’s truth and guarantees the answers to life’s biggest questions.  He himself said, “If you hold to my teaching, then ... you will know the truth and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31).
          What you hear from this pulpit, what you hear from radio and TV, what you hear from other people about their churches - compare it with what our Great Prophet says in Scripture.  He speaks the truth to us.
          In America there may be many church bodies, and there may be people who want to pit one against the other.  But the real question is not, “Who’s right?” but “What’s right?”  What does the Bible say?  What does God say about how he connects with us and how he keeps us focused on the truth?  Go to Jesus.  Listen to the Prophet!  Pay attention to what he says in all of Scripture, and enjoy the best news you’ll ever hear.  God’s undeserved love is for you!  Amen.
