Maundy Thursday : 2 April 2015 : Exodus 12 : 21-30  
We’ve been following the story of Moses through Hebrews 11 and I promised we’d bring it to a conclusion this week as we think about the Passover, God’s miraculous deliverance of His chosen people out of the hands of Pharaoh. It’s timely that we do so, because on the night He was betrayed, Jesus shared the Passover meal with His friends. In the tapestry of God’s grace, Passover and Easter are forever woven together.

Let me just retrace what we studied last time. We noted the irony of the situation. Egypt had benefited hugely from the presence of the Hebrews among them, because as long as Abraham and his descendants were welcomed and respected in Egypt, the promised blessing of God spread from the Hebrews to encompass and enfold the whole nation.
But now, because Egypt rejected and despised God’s people, so too they rejected and despised God’s blessing. We saw that actions have consequences. Pharaoh’s attitude to God and His chosen people meant the Egyptians were no longer able to live under supernatural prosperity and protection, but were as prone to floods, famines, hailstorms, insects and other so-called natural disasters as every other nation round that still toiled under the curse brought down by Adam’s disobedience. And it was their choice.

There was one last opportunity for Pharaoh to wind his neck in, get off his high horse, learn from what was going on round about him, and let God’s people go quietly and with dignity. In Exodus 10, we note that he’d begun to see the error of his ways when, for three days, all of Egypt was plunged into total darkness – I suspect what was called in the days of coal-fires a pea-souper, a smog that choked and clogged your lungs.  
All of Egypt, that is, except Goshen, where God’s people lived, which still enjoyed bright warm sunshine. Just in passing, anyone else here see in the reference to 3 days of darkness a sign of what would one day come through a Deliverer still greater than Moses? Three abysmally dark days from the cross, beginning with, almost certainly, a total solar eclipse – topical, eh? Did you see it? For 3 dreadful days, no living presence of God on the earth. The sun – however you spell that word – eclipsed by darkness. 
Then the empty tomb as on the 3rd day the Son rose, again, spell that as you will. Another example of the types and shadows of the New Testament story bound up in the narrative of the Old Testament. Anyway, it began to dawn even upon Pharaoh’s stubborn soul that there was something going on here, so he summoned Moses and, with bad grace, coughed and spluttered his way through an offer to let the people go and worship God, but to leave all their flocks and herds, all their stuff, behind. Why? 
To ensure they came back, of course! Pharaoh was at least smart enough to recognize that it was the Hebrews that did all the work around the place and he was scared stiff the Egyptian economy would collapse without them. In a way, he was right. But Moses was bold enough to tell Pharaoh : no chance. We need to take our animals with us so we can make an offering to God. We’ll go on our terms, Pharaoh, thanks very much.
You can imagine how THAT boldness went down. A peeved Pharaoh kicked Moses out with a threat to string him up if he ever dared to show his face in the palace again. Even so, Moses did go back, to give Pharaoh one more chance to save his nation from trouble. Moses returned to warn Pharaoh of the plague upon the first-born, including his own first-born child. You’d have thought that would get his attention.

But no. Now, Exodus 11 tells us that God already knew Pharaoh wouldn’t listen, but He insisted that Moses tell him what was going to happen and give him the chance to turn from his foolish ways. Just as a matter of interest, were you aware that, even now, the natural successors of the Hebrew slaves, the nation of Israel, still practices that?

The Israeli armed forces and security services are not to be trifled with, believe you me, but here’s something the prejudiced press will never tell you. During the hostilities in Gaza last year, the Hamas forces in Gaza pumped out shells and rockets aimed at civilian targets in Israel, and of course there were suicide bombings on buses and trams in the Jerusalem area intended to terrorise and intimidate the civilian population.

But when the Israeli forces planned to bomb targets in Gaza, they first sent out a plane dropping leaflets in the affected areas telling the people what they planned to do and giving them the opportunity to escape. Israel had no axe to grind against the civilian population, but against the Hamas leaders who commandeered houses, schools and hospitals as weapons storage plants, used the civilians as human shields, and would regularly shoot as collaborators those who heeded the Israeli warnings.  
What I’ve just shared with you is a fact. And it’s the same concept as Moses, giving Pharaoh the opportunity to back down, even if, for whatever reason, that opportunity was destined to be spurned. One unyielding principle of the Kingdom of God is that no-one will ever be held to account for revelation that’s never been offered to them. The Father will always make sure that even the most disobedient and difficult of those He created and intended to be His children will have the opportunity to return to the fold. 

I spoke at Crailing on Sunday of the criminals crucified beside Jesus. You could not get a more dramatic last chance to turn things round than the two men who hung either side of Him at Calvary. Nor could you get a more dramatic contrast as to what they did with their respective chance. With their very last breaths, one continued to pour scorn and venom on God, the other accepted Jesus and received the promise : today you will be with me in Paradise. One chose death and the curse, the other chose life and blessing.
The point is that each was given the choice, and each was responsible for exercising that choice. Right to this day, each and every one of us has the choice how to deal with the gospel as it is offered to us, in church on Sunday, through the church magazine which goes through every letterbox in the parish to give non-churchgoers that choice, through Christian television and radio now available to the majority of UK households. 

I don’t think any responsible adult in this country could mount a convincing plea of ignorance of Jesus. But ignoring Him is a different matter. Ignoring, disregarding His sacrifice, His death in our place to pay for our misdeeds, His free and unconditional offer of total forgiveness, total reconciliation to the Father, total healing of spirit, soul and body, supernatural empowering to succeed in every area of life, being blessed to be a blessing – that’s a personal choice. Life or death, blessing or curse, God lets us call.

Pharaoh was given that chance. Pharaoh blew it. Pharaoh and the Egyptian nation paid the price for blowing off that chance. History tells us that the first-born of every family in Egypt suffered the trauma of losing their first-born child, a trauma shared by all from the palace to the poorhouse. Yet there was a group of people who escaped unscathed.

Of the Israelites living in Goshen, not one household was affected. Let’s ask ourselves a question about that. Was it because every single Israelite was a perfect and sinless specimen of humanity? Or was there some other reason? Exodus 12.23 makes it plain.    
When the LORD goes through the land to strike down the Egyptians, he will see the blood on the top and sides of the doorframe and will pass over that doorway, and he will not permit the destroyer to enter your houses and strike you down.
So – was it the innate virtue of the Israelites that spared them from this plague? Or was it the blood of the sacrificial lamb that protected them? It was, of course, the power and authority of the blood that redeemed God’s people from death and ensured them of life. When our Jewish friends celebrate Passover, they remember this divine deliverance of their nation from an oppressor, deliverance marked and sealed by the blood of a lamb.
When we, successors of Abraham by the lineage of faith rather than physical genetics, celebrate the Last Supper, we remember the divine deliverance of the entire human race from the oppression of the devil, deliverance marked and sealed by the blood of the Lamb of God, slain from before the foundation of the world. [Revelation 13.8]  Just as in Goshen long ago, it was not the performance of each individual that saved them, but the blood shed for them, so too now it is not our performance, our piety, our innate virtue, that saves us, but the blood shed for us once for all at Calvary.
Our hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. Tonight, as we come to the Lord’s table, I encourage each one of us to lay down once and for all the pressures and the burdens placed upon us by the world, by the people round about us, and by ourselves – pressures to perform. The devil would like nothing more than to trap you in a perfectionist mindset and consign you to frustration.

You don’t need to buy or earn or manipulate your way to favour with God. You have it as a gift, through the blood of the Lamb. And just as Exodus 12 goes on to say that when the Israelites left Egypt they took the prosperity of that nation with them, so too you may be assured that salvation in Jesus brings with it the anointing that was on Him to prosper and be in health, spirit, soul and body. You are in Christ. His shalom is yours by grace. Nothing missing, nothing broken, blessed to be a blessing. Hallelujah!  
