Nothing But The Best #40

“Faith Weighing”

Hebrews 11:24-28

In years gone by, “rags to riches” was a common theme in both literature and movies. The poor guy (or gal) who had nothing going for him, from the wrong side of the tracks, through hard work and maybe a little luck made it big. By the time the last page was turned or the credits rolled, everybody felt good for the unlikely hero.

The story of Moses’ early years reads like a “rags to riches” story. One scholar writes,  

Moses has been called “the spoilt child of fortune.” He seemingly had everything. In spite of the fact that he was born a slave, he was adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter and reared as a prince in the palace. He had all the advantages that money, status and education could confer on him. As a scholar he had the privilege of graduating from the Harvard of his day. As a statesman he knew the subtle pleasure of having courtiers and politicians pay him compliments and ask for his advice. As a prince he knew what it was like to have people wait upon him, study his whims and fancies, and see that his every wish was supplied. In a very real sense, fortune smiled upon him.

Young Moses had everything going for him. He was the pride and joy of ancient Egypt. He had it all. In our terms, he had it made. Yet there is no sphinx in Egypt erected to Moses’ honor. There is no impressive pyramid, no mortuary temple of stone that bears his name. Remember, these people honored their dead. The Egyptians had a saying: “To speak the name of the dead is to make him live again.” So where are Moses’ monuments? Why didn’t they build in his honor an enormous body of a lion, 240-feet long and 60-plus-feet high, with Moses’ face carved 15 feet across? Why only of Thutmose, Raamses, Tutankhamen and Queen Hatshepsut? Why not Moses? I think the answer is woven into the fabric of Hebrews 11. What the hot, arid sands of Egypt miss, the timeless Word of God contains.
 We read in Hebrews 11:24-28,

By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be known as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter. He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time. He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward. By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the king’s anger; he persevered because he saw him who is invisible. By faith he kept the Passover and the sprinkling of blood, so that the destroyer of the firstborn would not touch the firstborn of Israel.
The Bible does not refer to Moses as a scholar or statesman, but as a man of faith. It speaks of him as enduring trial and misfortune, and of facing insuperable obstacles and overcoming formidable forces by faith. The writer to the Hebrews, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, selects certain specific incidents from the life of Moses and uses these to show that the life of faith runs contrary to our natural desires and inclinations.

I am calling this message, “Faith Weighing,” not in the sense of a scale measuring the mass of an object, but rather in the sense of weighing available options and choosing between them. It is because of the decisions Moses made that there is no timeless statue in Egypt bearing his name.
 True faith causes a believer to hold the right values and make the right decisions.

Life is full of choices. We must choose a radio station, choose a televi​sion channel, choose how we’ll spend our afternoon, choose a mate (if indeed we are to be married), choose whether to have children, choose a career, choose a school, choose a degree program, choose where to live, choose how to live, choose our friends, choose our church. We face con​stant and unending choices, some of them life-changing.

Every person, every individual, many times in life comes to a fork in the road, a crucial fork. One road is broad, wide, attractive, and well-trafficked. The other is narrow, rugged, unpopular, and lonely. The fork requires us to make a decision. Our choice leads to another fork a little farther down the road, and the decision we make there leads to yet another.

How do we make these choices? Do we react emotionally, opting for what seems best at the moment? Or do we weigh the options, carefully considering the consequences of the direction we choose? I like how Philip Hughes puts it, 

Obedience to the call demanded determination of faith and concentration of purpose in pressing toward an eternal goal that was still afar off. It demanded, further, the calculation of faith by which it becomes obvious that the values and allurements of this world are not comparable with those everlasting blessings which are guaranteed by the promises of God. The apostle Paul made precisely the same calculation when he declared that “this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17f.; Rom. 8:18).

“The calculation of faith.” That sounds much different than how many people view faith, doesn’t it? They think of faith as a blind leap in the dark, choosing in spite of the facts before us.

Not Moses. Look at the verbs in verses 24-26: “refused,” “chose,” “regarded.” Those are not words describing one who mindlessly skips through life without a thought or a care in the world. This is a faith weighing the options and choosing wisely.

Moses refused the external riches  

First we see that Moses refused the external riches of the world. He “refused to be known as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter” and refused “to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time.” Then we read, “He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward.” He declined the possessions, power, and pleasures of Egypt. But what did that really mean?

Egypt was one of the richest nations that ever existed upon the face of the earth. A visit to the Cairo Muse​um will convince anyone that Egypt had boundless wealth. King Tut was one of the insignificant kings of Egypt, who died when he was perhaps twenty-one. His body was encased in a gold coffin that is valued at more than fifteen million dollars (and that was 45 years ago!) Egypt was rich, and Moses, because of his adoption into the royal family, was heir to its riches.

Egypt was also the most cultured and advanced society of that day. Moses was highly educated and skilled, as well as being a part of the royal court. Stephen describes him in Acts 7:22, “Moses was educated in all the learning of the Egyptians, and he was a man of power in words and deeds.﻿” His formal education would have included learning to read and write hieroglyphics, and probably some Canaanite languages. He had, of course, learned Hebrew from his mother. He could enjoy everything Egypt had to offer.

Then the author of Hebrews adds in verse 25, “He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time.” Don’t think for a moment that the Bible is simply embellishing the text when it talks about “enjoying the pleasures of sin.” The pleasures of sin are always more enjoyable than a walk of righteousness, at first. Your heart beats faster when you’re near the sin. It is voluptuous and seductive, it feeds the flesh, and it makes you feel good. Don’t let anybody ever tell you that it doesn’t. It brings a burst of satisfaction…for a while. The first few miles are pleasurable. Fun. Thrilling. Fascinat​ing. But one thing about sensual pleasures: The Bible insists they’re “passing.” They don’t last. And when they vanish, as they surely will, they leave be​hind an ocean of pain, heartache, and regret.

Now “the pleasures of sin” does not mean that Moses lived in gross sin while living in the Pharaoh’s house. It implies rather that once he saw where God’s call lay, it would have been sin for him to turn away from it and align himself with the Egyptians. There would have been pleasures, but they would have been enjoyed only at the expense of disobeying God.
 The phrase describes a way of life that we today would call “successful”—position, prestige, power, wealth, and freedom from problems.
 As F. F. Bruce comments, “To have remained at Pharaoh’s court would have been lasting dishonor, and that dishonor would be a price too high to pay for material advantages which at best would be but short-lived.”

He could have had it all, yet Moses walked away from it. His story began as “rags to riches,” but turned out to be “rags to riches to rags again.” Those stories aren’t as popular in our culture, are they? Why? Because they don’t make sense! Verse 26 states that Moses “regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt…” As one commentator writes, “This is a strange and irrational superiority, which seems ludicrous in a materialistic age.”
 

This was no foolish, emotional decision, though. “Choosing” implies a deliberate resolution, not a hasty impulse.
 The tense of the verb translated refused (ērnēsato) in verse 24 points to a specific act of choice, made with considerable premeditation.
 Further, this was “a costly and courageous decision.”
 As Jesus told His would-be followers, “Don’t begin until you count the cost” (Luke 14:28, nlt).

Moses counted the cost, and he refused the external riches of Egypt.

Moses regarded the eternal reality 

Second, Moses regarded the eternal reality. We read in Hebrews 11:26-27,

He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward. By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the king’s anger; he persevered because he saw him who is invisible.
How could Moses refuse the external riches? He saw something more, something better. He was “looking ahead to his reward.” He “saw him who is invisible.” Moses could reject the external because he regarded the eternal.

This is a major battle for most Americans: places, houses, belongings, and territory. We sink the roots of our security into these things. Now, there’s nothing wrong with roots, but we can grow to love them too much.
 We get so caught up in the here-and-now that we can’t see what awaits in the there-and-then. This eternal perspective of faith penetrates beyond the afflictions of the present time to the glory that lies ahead.

Again, this takes careful thought, not quick decision. Moses thought through his decision, weighing the pros and cons. He weighed what Egypt had to offer against what God offered. When he reached a conclusion it was well-founded and certain. God’s offer was infinitely superior in every way. In the eyes of the world, being ridiculed and persecuted would be worth sacrificing riches for. Yet Moses believed that the worst he could endure for Christ would be more valuable than the best of the world.
 From the worldly standpoint, he was sacrificing everything for nothing. But from the spiritual standpoint, he was sacrificing nothing for everything.

The secret of endurance is to remember that our pain is temporary but our reward will be eternal. Moses endured a life of problems “because he was looking ahead to his reward.”
 Egypt may have looked safe and secure, but it is not realistic to opt for the security of worldly safety. Moses did not do this, and he was right. It is faith in the eternal that finally emerges triumphant, not relying on the temporary and external.

Moses respected the extraordinary request 

Finally, Moses respected the extraordinary request. Verse 28 concludes, “By faith he kept the Passover and the sprinkling of blood, so that the destroyer of the firstborn would not touch the firstborn of Israel.”
Most of us are familiar with the Passover, how God instructed the Israelites to slaughter a lamb, put its blood on the doorposts of the house, and eat the meat of the lamb (along with unleavened bread and a few other items) in haste, ready to move out when the time came. When the angel of death went through Egypt that night, it passed over any house with the blood of the lamb on its doorposts, but in every other house the firstborn son died. By the next sunrise the Israelites were on their way out of Egypt, free at last. (If that story is not familiar to you, read Exodus 12.)

But why does the author of Hebrews include this as a sign of faith? A few reasons come to mind. First, remember that these were all brand new direc​tions for Moses and the Israelites. They had never been done before. What an unusual thing. And remember, Moses had no tradition to fall back on. How could he do it? How could he keep that first Passover exactly as God instructed him to? He did it in the same way Noah could pound pegs into the ark when there had never been rain. He could do it simply because God said, “Do it.”
 He trusted God to do what had never been done before, what did not make sense humanly speaking. That is faith.

Furthermore, keeping the Passover was an act of faith and not just a piece of religious ceremonialism, for it was a response of obedience to God’s command and of trust in His promise.
 This tenth plague had no automatic exemption for the Hebrews. It was a great day of judgment on all—it was the blood of the sacrifice that saved Israel. But as Hebrews 11:28 suggests, they kept the Passover in faith. Externally the blood of the Passover was the difference the Lord made; internally it was faith.
 Recall that the phrase, “The just shall live by faith” is an Old Testament idea. They were saved by faith just as we are. 

It is not enough to know or to acknowledge the promises of God. As great as the Passover promises were, and as mighty as the work of the Lord was that night, they only became truth, reality and experience as they were responded to in faith.
 Like the old hymn says, “Trust and obey, for there’s no other way to be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey” (emphasis mine).

One last reason why this was noteworthy to the author of Hebrews deals with Moses personally. John Phillips writes, 

By the time God revealed to Moses the need for instituting the Passover feast, Moses was unquestionably the greatest man in the world. He had, under God, humbled the greatest world power of his day to the dust and spoiled it from the Mediterranean Sea to its furthest reaches along the Nile. His name was known and dreaded in every Egyptian home. The fame of his actions rang around the world. He was the acknowledged hope and savior of his people. Surely, of all men, Moses, God’s chosen instrument, could dispense with the Passover as a personal requirement for himself and his family. Not so! Moses bowed to its requirement. “Through faith he kept the passover.” He was as much in need of the sheltering power of the blood as the meanest slave in the poorest Hebrew household.

We must never think ourselves so spiritually advanced that we are exempt from obeying God’s directives. Obedient faith is required of all God’s children, regardless of how long they have known the Lord or in what position God placed them. We are not like Congress that can pass laws that don’t apply to them. Whatever God commands to the least in the Kingdom he commands to the highest as well. 

The story of Moses is not the typical rags-to-riches story. It is not even a rags-to-riches-to-rags story. His was a success story, not a story of failure. The key to the success of Moses is found in one word, faith. It is repeated throughout the narrative. “By faith Moses… By faith Moses... By faith Moses…” is the recurring theme of this passage. By faith he chose, by faith he endured, and by faith he overcame.

As Dr. Vance Havner said, “Moses chose the imperishable, saw the invisible, and did the impossible.” The experience of Moses is proof that true biblical faith means obeying God in spite of circumstances and in spite of consequences.
 

We might be tempted to think that faith means obeying God in spite of reason or intelligence, but such is not the case. Moses weighed his options and made his choice. He refused the external riches, regarded the eternal reality, and respected the extraordinary request. He made the right choice. As the martyred missionary Jim Eliot wrote before his death in Ecuador, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”
The reason there is no sphinx in Egypt bearing the image of Moses is that he refused to sustain the sinful. No earthly monument, not even a handprint pushed into wet cement, bears the image of Moses. He’s forgot​ten in Egypt, but he’s greatly honored in Heaven.
 

That’s a rags-to-riches-to-rags-to-eternal-riches story.

The best kind of story.
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