Zion Presbyterian Church Service- July 7th, 2024
I’ve been thinking for quite a while what I wanted to say today, as this will be my last Sunday as one of your ministers. I wracked my brain for what I wanted to share with you as we start this new chapter, I was reminded of a book that has been very meaningful to me over these last few years called Gentle and Lowly by Dane Ortland. 
In this book, he points out that while everything that the scriptures say about God is true, there are specific times when God speaks clearly and reveals his very heart, and that we should pay attention. The scriptures we’re about to read today are two of the clearest times that God (and God revealed in Jesus) tell us directly who God is. 
Whether the verses are new or familiar, consider what God is sharing with us.
Scriptures: 
Exodus 34:5-9
5 The Lord came down in a cloud, stood with him there, and proclaimed his name, “the Lord.” 6 The Lord passed in front of him and proclaimed:
The Lord—the Lord is a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in faithful love and truth, 7 maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, rebellion, and sin. But he will not leave the guilty unpunished, bringing the consequences of the fathers’ iniquity on the children and grandchildren to the third and fourth generation.
8 Moses immediately knelt low on the ground and worshiped. 9 Then he said, “My Lord, if I have indeed found favor with you, my Lord, please go with us (even though this is a stiff-necked people), forgive our iniquity and our sin, and accept us as your own possession.”
Luke 18:15-17
15 People were bringing infants to him so that he might touch them, but when the disciples saw it, they rebuked them. 16 Jesus, however, invited them: “Let the little children come to me, and don’t stop them, because the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. 17 Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.”
Matthew 11:25-30
25 At that time Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and intelligent and revealed them to infants. 26 Yes, Father, because this was your good pleasure. 27 All things have been entrusted to me by my Father. No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son desires to reveal him.
28 “Come to me, all of you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, because I am lowly and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”
Message: “Humble and Gentle”
In the scriptures, there are everyday comparisons that try to describe what really can’t be described, but that God wants us to know and experience. One of the most common examples is the way that God calls the people he loves his “children”. 1 John 3 describes this beautifully: “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” 
Just after a friend of mine had a child, he said to me, “I love my wife more than anyone, but with my daughter it’s different. I would kill for her.” Now, I’m not seriously worried that he will commit a homicide, but what he’s trying to describe struck me. That kind of deep and complete love, that desire for his daughter’s wellbeing and life is how God feels about us.
Some find it difficult to believe that an infant, or the two young boys like we had the joy of welcoming into God’s family today can truly have a relationship with God, but when you think about it, it isn’t surprising at all. Ask most parents about their infant child and they won’t say, “we’re waiting for them to grow up and affirm their love for us before we love them and include them in our family.” But we are so conditioned to think that love is earned that we struggle to grasp what Jesus shared so clearly: God’s love is utterly free, and it doesn’t depend on us.
In fact, Jesus reminds us that age and certain kinds of wisdom can fool us into thinking we understand more, when in fact we have lost what is most important. When God reveals his heart to us, he shares he is: “compassionate and gracious… slow to anger and abounding in faithful love and truth, maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, rebellion, and sin.” He says that what he wants us to learn from him is that he is “humble and gentle at heart.” 
Those are two words that I think surprise many of us as they come from Jesus’ mouth. If Jesus is going to describe himself, we expect something different. We might be more familiar with the other “I am” statements from Jesus found in John’s Gospel that we covered with our Prince St. church friends during Lent. Things like, “I am the Good Shepherd” (John 10:11,14), “I am the Resurrection and the Life” (John 11:25), and “I am the Way and the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6)
Every time Jesus says “I am” he is revealing a central truth about himself. He invites us to know and understand him more deeply, and Jesus uses this important “I am” phrase to reveal that he is humble and gentle. 
When you think about God’s feelings towards you, are you more likely to believe these words, or something else? Perhaps you have been told that God is mainly out to get us. Perhaps your picture of God is, at times, more like Zeus hurling down lightning bolts from on high than Jesus spreading his arms wide and inviting us into his humble and gentle heart. 
When I was growing up in church, one of the elders, who had served for many years, felt called to begin a group before the service for some of us who were in Jr. High and High School. He didn’t have much experience with that sort of thing, and wasn’t really sure where to begin, so he asked a young woman in our church if she would help him to lead this group. 
For years we met for an hour or more before every Sunday service. We read, we prayed, we watched video bible studies, and talked about what was going on in our lives—and I’m sure that all of that did us a lot of good—but what we remember most all of these years later is what our leaders were like. 
I had been a part of Sunday school classes and groups before where people spoke to us, and I had some wonderful teachers, but each week this farmer in his fifties would share with us about how he had a conversation with another grower, or how he wished he had done this or that, and what he had thought about as he drove in the tractor, and he would ask us what we thought. He would ask what we had been doing and thinking about, and we would talk more like people walking on a journey together than one person trying to teach another. 
I can’t tell you how many times we would thank him for his insight or help, and he would reply, “I’m sure I get a lot more out of this time than you guys do.” And some people would just say that, but you could tell that he meant it. Years later, when I’ve thanked him, he still says the same thing. He knows what he believes, and he tries more than most that I know to live it out each day, but the way he does it made us want to join with him and experience that same kind of life. 
As much as anyone else I have met, he has shown me what it means to be someone who is humble and gentle. 
God’s natural response is not anger or consequences, his natural response is open arms. Like the parable of the father and two sons –often spoken of as the parable of the “prodigal son”—the father is ready and waiting to be reunited with the child that he loves. The father goes out to the younger son who says he cares for nothing but his money and pleasure, and to the bitter older son who refuses to forgive. God’s heart is not to condemn us, but to forgive and to save us: his heart longs for our hearts to know how deeply he loves us.
To be sure, God does speak about justice. “He will not leave the guilty unpunished, bringing the consequences of the fathers’ iniquity on the children and grandchildren to the third and fourth generation.” But isn’t this actually good news for us as well? Who of us wants a God that overlooks the poor and oppressed? Who of us would call God “good” if he ignored those whose goal is to cause others suffering? God cares deeply about justice, because of his love. His anger is toward evil, and anything that leads to death instead of life. 
God does get angry, but he is slow to anger. We might think of God’s love and anger like a coin toss: 50/50, as though God is just as willing to condemn and judge us as to say he loves us. But that isn’t true. God’s natural response is open arms. God promises that he maintains his faithful love to “thousands” of generations, forgiving their iniquity, rebellion, and sin. 
Now, let’s compare that to God’s consequences, which go the “third or fourth generation”. We know that what one generation does can cause harm to the next, but God limits that harm. If you express God’s promise as a percentage, God’s heart to maintain faithful love is more than 25,000% greater than his heart to punish.
I’m reminded of my own grandmother, who my father says he never once remembers getting angry throughout his whole childhood. She would often push back on the choices she thought would harm them, and especially anything she thought would be unfair to others. Her words carried a lot of weight, and very few people said no to her calm, reasonable, and justice-minded demeanour. But my father never remembers her getting angry in the sixty years he was her son. 
Now, my two brothers weren’t quite so aware that my dear grandma was to be listened to, and they managed to get her angry one day. I think both of my over six-foot-two and two-hundred pound brothers would still say it was one of the scariest moments of their lives, not because she yelled or was in any way violent, but because she saved her anger for things that deserved it.
God can get angry, and we see that many times in the bible, but it’s important that we look at the context. Over and over, God gives warnings, and pleads with people to turn away from their damaging ways of living and toward love. But eventually, something has to be done. The list of things that anger God throughout the scriptures includes injustice toward the poor, sexual assault, child sacrifice, murder, and worshipping evil people and things. 
The context of the verses we read in Exodus is God freeing his people from their slavery, doing many miracles, and speaking to Moses to give the Ten commandments as their good laws. Right as God is doing this, the people get impatient, reject God and Moses, melt down their jewellery, and make a golden cow that they start calling their god. 
In this lowest of low moments, does God rain down fire from on high? No. Instead he speaks to them about his heart: 
“The Lord—the Lord is a compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in faithful love and truth, 7 maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, forgiving iniquity, rebellion, and sin. But he will not leave the guilty unpunished, bringing the consequences of the fathers’ iniquity on the children and grandchildren to the third and fourth generation.”
And hearing this wonderful promise, Moses responds by saying, 
“My Lord, if I have indeed found favor with you, my Lord, please go with us (even though this is a stiff-necked people), forgive our iniquity and our sin, and accept us as your own possession.”
Moses dares to ask this because he knows God’s natural response is open arms. 
There are very few things that are more difficult than forgiving and asking for forgiveness. Perhaps it is because we have to humble ourselves. Forgiving gives up our right to hold something over another person, and asking for forgiveness puts us at another person’s mercy. 
Many of us get forgiveness all wrong: forgiveness is not saying that what has happened is alright, or that it doesn’t matter. Forgiveness is saying what happened is not alright, and it does matter, but we give up our right to bitterness and revenge, or to be paid the debt that we’re owed. 
The more that we think of ourselves, or the higher that we climb, or the more innocent we feel we are, the harder it can become to forgive, or to ask for forgiveness. Forgiveness takes humility on both sides. We must lower ourselves and become tender and vulnerable.
Jesus is humbler and gentler at heart than anyone who has ever lived. He is kinder and more gracious and compassionate than we would dare to believe. As we saw in Philippians 2 a few weeks ago, Jesus was willing to give up everything – all of his rights, all of his power, all of the debts that we owe him—because his love for us is greater than our failures or our doubts. 
You have likely heard it many times before, and if you haven’t, there is nothing more important for you to know than this: Jesus loves you. He really does. And Jesus stands with open arms, longing to wrap you in his love and kindness, longing to forgive you, and let you rest your weary and burdened soul. 
Maybe you have tried to know God before, but it didn’t seem to go anywhere. Maybe you aren’t really sure why you would need or want to know God. Maybe you do know God, but the relationship feels more strained than it used to. 
Take a moment and be honest with yourself: do you need what Jesus is offering? Do you need rest? Do you need to be forgiven? Do you need a life that fills you up instead of wearing you down? Do you need love that never quits? I know I do. And only Jesus can do that. 
It’s not easy to admit that we need help. It’s not easy to realise we don’t have it all together. But Jesus’ arms are open wide. Whether we are infants, or children, or teenagers, or adults, or well along in years, he is calling to you and me, saying, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” 
Only Jesus can give us true rest. Only Jesus reveals the fullness of God’s love. 
Are you tired? Do you feel like you’re carrying more than you can manage? Does it seem like the demands don’t stop, and it’s never enough, no matter what you do? Maybe you have heard about Jesus, but never experienced him before, Maybe he is your dearest friend, or maybe you are somewhere in between.
Wherever you are: fall into the arms of Jesus, and find the rest your soul needs. Come and experience love like you have never experienced it before. Love that you could never earn, and that you don’t have to. Love with arms that are open wide to the infant child, and the tired parent, and the hurting widow, and the stressed executive, and the teenager who has lost hope, the retiree searching for a new purpose, and to all who are weary, and burdened, and need rest. 
Come and experience the love that you didn’t know you needed, but that you’ve been searching, and striving for in all the wrong places. Come to the humble and gentle Jesus, and find rest. 
Thanks be to God! Amen.
