“The Hall of Faith!  Old Testament Witnesses for Christ!”

10/17/10 Sermon:  “Israel and Rahab Witness for Christ!”
 (Text:  Hebrews  11:29-31)

********************************************************************

     Last Sunday’s sermon ended with me telling you about the 10th and final plague that God placed on Egypt in order to humble them so they would let God’s people go free.
     If you recall, the 10th and final plague was the death of the firstborn male child in every household of Egypt.  However, God protected His people through the Passover ritual.  God told them to take a male lamb without defect, kill it, smear its blood on the doorframe of their homes, and when the angel of death saw the blood of the lamb he would “pass over” that home.

     As I explained last Sunday, the Passover was a picture of Jesus – the Lamb of God – who shed His blood for us so that God’s judgment might “pass over” us.  Simply put, through faith in Jesus’ shed blood we are set free from the slavery of sin and rescued from eternal spiritual death in hell.

     In fact, Jesus’ instituted the Lord’s Supper during the Passover.  On the night before He died on the cross, Jesus said to His disciples during the Passover:  “Take eat.  This is My Body given for you.  Take drink.  This is My Blood shed for you.”  The Passover was a picture of the Lord’s Supper wherein we receive the very Body and Blood of Jesus given and shed for us.

     After the 10th and final plague on Egypt, Pharaoh decided to let God’s people go free.  So, with God’s help, Moses led God’s people out of Egypt, through the desert, on the their way to the Promised Land that God promised to give to the descendants of Abraham - the Promised Land where the Savior of the world would be born!

     However, the people of Israel were wondering if they would ever make it to the Promised Land.  You see, God was leading them through the desert – and it would take a miracle for anyone to survive in the desert!

     Well, God worked a miracle!  Christ was present with them in a pillar cloud during the day – shading them from the sun’s deadly heat.  Christ was present with them in a pillar of fire at night – giving them light in the darkness and heat during the cold of night.  God also gave them bread from heaven every day, so they didn’t have to worry about starvation.

     However, there was one other thing that concerned the people of Israel.  Not long after they had left Egypt some of them noticed some dust in the distance.  Pharaoh had changed his mind!  Pharaoh sent His armies after Israel to take vengeance upon them.

     To make matters worse, God told Moses to lead His people up to the shores of the Red Sea.  Now things seemed utterly hopeless!  Pharaoh’s armies were behind them.  The sea was in front of them.  They were trapped!  Or so they thought.

     God worked a miracle.  God parted the waters of the sea, and His people were able to walk through on dry ground – with huge walls of water on each side of them.

     However, once they were safely on the other side, they saw Pharaoh’s armies going across - using the same path they had just used.  What was God doing?

     Well, you know what God did.  Once Pharaoh’s armies were half way across the sea, God closed back the waters and drowned Pharaoh’s entire army.

     We heard about this event in today’s reading.  Listen again:  “By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as on dry ground; but when the Egyptians tried to do so, they were drowned.”

     Our reading says that Israel passed through the Red Sea by faith.  In other words, they trusted God’s Word that He would protect them.  Think about it.  It would be pretty scary walking down a road with huge walls of water on each side of you.  What if God stopped holding back the waters?  But they trusted that God would keep His promise to bring them to the Promised Land.
     However, in contrast, the Egyptians refused to trust in God.  Think about it.  God’s people lived in Egypt for 400 years – and during that time they told the Egyptians about the God of Abraham whose descendant would be the Savior of all nations.

     But the Egyptians would not trust in the True God.  The Egyptians continued to worship their false gods; they continued to live in sin.  If they had repented of their sin and trusted in Christ, they could have gone to the Promised Land, too.  But they hardened their hearts.

     What do we learn from this?  First of all, just like the Israelites, we can trust God to deliver us from our slavery.  I’m not talking about physical slavery, since we live in a free country.  I’m talking about an even worse slavery – SPIRITUAL slavery.

     In John chapter 8 Jesus says:  “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin … if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”  My friends, Jesus has led you out of your “Egypt.”  Jesus has set you free from the bondage of your sin by His death in your place of judgment.  Jesus has set you free from the fear of death by His own victory over the grave.

     When Israel passed through the Red Sea, that was God’s way of saying to them:  “You’re my people.  You’re safe in My hands.  Trust me!”  In 1st Corinthians chapter 10 the apostle says that the crossing of the Red Sea was a picture of Holy Baptism where God used water to adopt us as His own and make us His people.  

     Listen to what Paul writes:  “For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea.  They were all baptized into Moses … in the sea.  They all at the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ.”
     Did you hear what Paul said?  He said that when they crossed the sea they were baptized into Moses.  In other words, God used their crossing of the Red Sea to strengthen their faith in God who was using Moses to lead them to the Promised Land.

     In the same way, God uses the waters of Holy Baptism to strengthen our faith in His own Son, Jesus, Who by His death and resurrection for us leads us out of a life of sin and death into the Promised Land of holiness and life.  As Paul writes in Romans chapter 6:  “We were therefore buried with [Christ] through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we to may live a new life.”
     So, just as Israel trusted God’s promises as they walked through the Red Sea, you can also trust God’s promises because you are His baptized and forgiven children.  Christ will lead you through the “desert” – this world of sin and slavery – and into the Promised Land of eternal life in the New Creation.  So fix your eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of your faith!

     Now we’re ready to hear about Rahab.  But first, a little history.  After Israel crossed the Red Sea, they continued their journey to the Promised Land.  On the way, they stopped near Mt. Sinai where God gave Moses the Ten Commandments.  But you know what happened there.

     God’s people forgot God’s promises and miracles.  They built an idol and committed many sins.  Therefore, in order to bring them to repentance, God humbled them by condemning them to wander in the desert for 40 years.  God still provided for them, but that generation would never enter the Promised Land – at least not the Promised Land of the Old Testament.
     However, the next generation, their children, WOULD enter the Promised Land.  40 years later that next generation of Israelites was on the edge of the Promised Land.  However, the Promised Land was filled with unbelievers who had hardened their hearts against God.

     The first city of unbelievers that Israel would have to conquer was known as Jericho.  God sent two spies to Jericho to scope it out so they could prepare for their attack.  

     However, a woman of that city known as Rahab had heard what God had done to the Egyptians.  She repented of her sin and put her trust in the God of Abraham.  When Rahab met the spies of Israel, she did not report them to the authorities.  Instead, she hid them in her home and kept them safe.

     In the Book of Joshua chapter 2 we can read what Rahab said to the two spies of Israel.  She said:  “I know that the Lord has given this land to you … We have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt … the Lord your God is God in heaven above and on earth below.  Now then, please swear to me by the Lord that you will show kindness to my family … spare the lives of my father and mother, my brothers and sisters, and all who belong to them, and that you will save us from death.”
     Did you hear Rahab’s words of faith?  Interestingly, the whole city of Jericho had heard about the God of Abraham.  But only Rahab and her family believed – and only they were saved from destruction.  As we heard in our reading today:  “By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were disobedient.”

     I hope you noticed what Rahab’s profession had been.  She had worked as a prostitute.  But when she heard about the God of Israel she repented and put her faith in Christ.  And what did God say to her?  Did God say:  “Forget it, Rahab.  Why should I have mercy on a sinner like you?  You will perish with the rest!”

     No!  When God moves us to repent and trust in Jesus, we can know that we are completely forgiven – no matter how many sinful things we have done.  On the other hand, if we refuse to acknowledge our sins and see no need to trust in Jesus, then we WILL perish – and no amount of our supposedly good works will save us!

     The faith of Rahab reminds us that the God of Israel is a God of mercy.  In fact, God gave the unbelievers in the Promised Land hundreds of years to repent.

     Have you ever wondered why God didn’t bring Abraham to the Promised Land right away?  Why did God wait for hundreds of years before He finally brought Abraham’s descendants to the Promised Land?  God gave Abraham the reason.  In Genesis chapter 15 we read these words of God to Abraham:  “...the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure.”

     What does this mean?  The Amorites were the unbelievers who lived in the Promised Land at that time.  But God didn’t want to destroy them yet.  Just as God gave the unbelievers in Noah’s day 120 years to repent and believe, God gave the unbelievers in the Promised Land even more time to repent and believe.

     However, by the time God’s people had arrived at the edge of the Promised Land, God knew that the hearts of the unbelievers in the Promised Land were so hardened that they would never repent no matter how long and hard God pleaded with them.  So God destroyed Jericho.

     But there was an exception!  The household of Rahab was saved!  They heard the Word of God.  They repented and they trusted in Christ – the descendant of Abraham who would be the Savior of all nations.

     Like Rahab, you also have heard God’s Word.  Like Rahab, God has moved you to repent of your sin and trust in Jesus for mercy – and you HAVE received mercy!  Your sins are forgiven!  You have the hope of eternal life through faith in Jesus.  You will not perish forever with the unbelievers of this world.

     So, continue to fix your eyes on Jesus – the author and perfecter of your faith.  He adopted you in the waters of Baptism.  He speaks His Word to you during these Services, during Bible Class and whenever you read the Scriptures.  Today He gives you His very Body and Blood in this Holy Meal.

     Just like Rahab, you can put your faith in Jesus knowing that He forgives you of any and all sins you have committed.  Just like Rahab, you are part of God’s people – and you get to live in His love, now and forever.

Amen!

