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Walking with God: 
Making the Most of Every Opportunity
Exodus 18:7-9, 13-24

Good Morning again! It is good to be back with you after the men’s retreat.  We had a wonderful time. Keep praying for your men that God will continue to mold and develop them. God did great things. And, if you weren’t able to go, we hope you will come next year. They are just excellent times of growth. 
The last time I was with you we talked about the Amalekites and how Israel encountered a battle that it wasn’t looking for, but a battle that presented itself, and Israel had to make a decision. Do they engage it or not? And God led His people to fight that battle. 
A lot of you responded to the question: “What is your Amalekite?” What is the battle that faces you? What are the challenges that you see? What are some things that you are tired of watching on TV that you would like to do something about? Then do it! Engage the battle. A lot of you e-mailed me what you decided to do. It was encouraging to hear what you are doing. I hope that you continue to do that, that God will lift up those things which are on his heart and that we begin as a church and as a people to engage the battle to turn our culture to good, to make a difference in our neighborhoods. When you “engage” these battles it’s important to also do it in a respectful, gentle way.

Last year I went to Wal-Mart. I had heard that Wal-Mart employees were no longer allowed to say “Merry Christmas.” So I decided I’d find out if it was true or not. At first, when I was getting ready to say something, I felt an emotional rush. You know, when you get that emotional rush oft times you don’t say things the way you ought to. I also realized that it was not the cashier’s policy. So I shouldn’t take it out on her. She’s just doing what the boss told her to do. So I calmed myself down. I decided that I was going to be say it respectfully and gently. So I asked her politely if it was true that Wal-Mart told them not to wish people a “Merry Christmas.” She confirmed it. I then contacted the manager of Wal-Mart and expressed my disbelief. I mean 90% of their customers are buying Christmas presents. It didn’t make any sense to me. 
So there are all kinds of challenges that we face, that we need to engage, but we need to engage it in the right way—in a kind and gentle way. Which brings us to today’s text. We have been, as a church (if you are visiting with us), retracing Israel’s journey from Egypt to the Promised Land and what they learned during this journey with God…and what we can learn about our own walk with God. Tucked in between these tremendous stories of miracles, of the parting of the Red Sea or the Reed Sea (however you read it), the struggles they faced in the desert, to the divine provision of  manna and quail…just tremendous stories of God’s revelation, God’s intervention, of God’s hand. On the other side, after this passage, is the story of going to Sinai and Moses ascending the mountain of God and seeing God face to face, the giving of God’s Word directly--the Ten Commandments, which have become the basis for law and morality in the Western Hemisphere. Between these two tremendous events that are miraculous and powerful, is this ordinary story of a father-in-law who talks to his son-in-law, of Jethro’s conversation with Moses. 
What surprises me is that it’s included in scripture. That it is in there tells you something. It tells you that God wants to say something to me and to my life. Now for background, it’s important to know who Jethro is— Jethro is Moses’ father-in-law. He is a Midian. Moses, after killing an Egyptian, fled into the desert and happened upon the tribe known as the Midians. The Midians are like half cousins, half brothers, second cousins to the Jews. Midian was a son of Abraham from a marriage to a woman Abraham married after Sarah had died. So they are “kissing cousins.”  Friends of Israel, though, loosely so. Moses is now at the foothills of Sinai and while he’s there his father-in-law brings his wife and his children to Moses and meets with him. Earlier Moses had sent his children and family to their father-in-law for protection while Moses was delivering Israel, or God used Moses to deliver Israel, from Egypt. We pick up the story there. Let me read it to you, and then we will reflect on it. 
“So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law, he bowed down and kissed him. They asked about each other’s welfare then went into Moses’ tent. And Moses told his father-in-law everything the Lord had done to Pharaoh and Egypt on behalf of Israel. He also told about all the hardships that they had experienced along the way and how the Lord had rescued his people from all their troubles. 
Jethro was delighted when he heard all about all the good things the Lord had done for Israel as he rescued them from the hands of the Egyptians. The next day Moses took his seat to hear the people’s disputes against each other; they waited before him from morning till evening. When Moses’ father-in-law saw what Moses was doing for the people he asked, ‘What are you really accomplishing here? Why are you trying to do all this alone while everyone stands around you from morning till evening?’ Moses replied, ‘Because the people come to me to get a ruling from God. When a dispute arises they come to me and I am the one who settles the case between the quarreling parties. I inform the people of God’s decrees and give them his instructions.”

‘This is not good!” Moses’ father-in-law exclaimed. ‘You are going to wear yourself out and the people too. This job is too heavy a burden for you to handle all by yourself. Now listen to me. Let me give you words of advice and may God be with you. You should continue to be the peoples’ representative before God bringing their disputes to him. Teach them God’s decrees and give them his instruction, show them how to conduct their lives. But select from all the people some capable honest men who fear God, appoint them as leaders over groups. One Thousand, one hundred, fifteen, and ten they should always be available to solve the people’s common disputes. But have them bring the major cases to you, let the leaders decide the small matters themselves. They will help you carry the load, making the task easier for you. If you follow this advice and if God commands you to do so then you will be able to endure the pressures and all these people will go home in peace.’ 
Moses listened to his father-in-law’s advice and followed his suggestions.”
Let’s pray. Lord, why did you include this in scripture between these great miracles and these great stories of faith? It’s an ordinary story of a father-in-law talking to his son-in-law. Give us insight for our lives from it. We pray in Christ’s name. Amen.
Why? Why does God include this in scripture?  It’s just an ordinary story. It’s a story of a father-in-law and his son-in-law, who happens to be Moses. Why did God include it? He included it for us, to follow after Moses’ example. What did Moses do? Well in verse 7, he does something which very wise.  Moses demonstrates great wisdom in his relationship—He shows respect. He shows respect that was due to his father-in-law Jethro and it teaches us that, if we are going to walk with God that we too need to show respect in all our relationships. 
I know it was a common social custom of the day. When they got together it was appropriate and customary to bow down and say, “My head, my heart, my very soul belongs to you and is in your service.” That was the cultural and customary way they greeted and treated each other. What is interesting to me is that Moses did not violate that cultural tradition. In fact, it really expresses well, or can be an expression, of a very clear biblical principle, which is we ought to “honor those to whom honor is due.”  
Now, what was the honor due Moses’ father-in-law? First he was his father-in-law. Scripture states that we ought honor our parents which includes one’s father-in-law. I’m not going to make any in-law jokes this morning because I love my in-laws. Second, honor was due Jethro because he was older than Moses and scripture is clear that we are called to honor those who are older than ourselves. You can decide whether or not you are older. I am going to let you decide that one.!

Jethro was also the head of his tribe. He was the priest of the Midians, which also made him the tribal leader, so it was important for Moses to submit to those who were in authority. And Moses did that. Further, you know from scripture that Moses, earlier in his life, went to the Midians when he was in trouble and they took him in. Specifically it was Jethro who took him in. It was right and appropriate for Moses to give back according to the gift that was given to him.

As Christians we are actually held to a higher standard than that, aren’t we? We aren’t to just love those who love us and help those who help us. Are we? God tells us not only to love our friends but to love our enemies as well! So Moses was at least doing that. He was showing love to someone who was a friend. 
The passage also tells us that Moses and Jethro had a mutual relationship. Moses respected his father-in-law and his father-in-law respected Moses. You see this mutuality of respect in several ways. First note the mutuality in the exchange Jethro and Moses. Jethro doesn’t dominate the conversation nor does he see Moses as kind of the “boy” and he is going to go and talk to his son-in-law and instruct him! 
Second, he graciously receives whatever accommodations Moses can provide. He comes under Moses’ roof which means he also comes under Moses’ authority and protection. That’s part of the culture. When you entered into someone’s house, in that day, you came under their authority but you under their protection. If an enemy entered your house, you were obligated to protect him/her and care for them.

Third, you note that Jethro recognized Moses’ position and he respected it. Jethro came a long way to visit Moses but Moses has responsibility. He has to go to work in the morning and  his father-in-law accompanies him without moaning or groaning and saying, “I  came a long way and you should be taking time off to visit with me.” He understands Moses position and he respects it. 
Fourth, you see Jethro’s respect for Moses in the way that he talks with him. It says that Jethro “made a  suggestion.” It wasn’t a demand. It’s not the older man instructing the younger man, the more experienced speaking down to the novice. Jethro had some advice and he says it very, very gently and very kindly…very respectfully to Moses. Lastly Jethro recognizes his accomplishments though it is clear Moses acknowledges that it wasn’t he who did those things but God. He gave God the glory. But I love how these two men treat each other. It is good and healthy. They show mutual respect for one another. 
I think that is something we need to learn. I’m concerned about our culture and how coarse, how vulgar it has become. I mean, just last night…for two night in a row my neighbors have been in fist fights in the street and the explicative’s that poured out of their mouths. I won’t say what was flowing, and it’s disheartening to see—the total lack of respect. And it’s all through our culture, you see examples of it every day. 
God calls us to show respect in all of our relationships. We are called to honor our parents. If you are a young person, it is vital that you honor your parents. Too often I see a lot of young…and I mean a lot of young people, yelling at their parents, spitting at their parents, slapping their parents, telling their parents what they are going to do. If  you’re doing that you are setting yourself up for a very hard life. You are putting yourself in a position in which you are going to find yourself very uncomfortable. It is not good. It is not healthy. It is important for young people to submit themselves to their parent’s authority!

It is also important for you parents to expect to be respected. It is important for you to assert your authority very lovingly and very kindly, but firm. Stop yelling at your kids. Talk with them and be firm. At the same time it is important that you let your kids disagree. Don’t shut off the conversation. A lot of parents say, “I don’t want to hear a word you have to say.” It is important for you to hear what your children have to say. Let them disagree. Let them question you, but you must not let them disobey you. It is vital to their health and the health of your home. 
We are also called to respect and honor our parents, and when they become older, to care for them. And I know that it’s a challenge. Sometimes our parents, as they become older, behave in a way that seems child-like to us. “They behave worse than my children!” Have you ever said or thought that? When that occurs it is too easy to begin treating them like children. That’s wrong. They are your parents and though they do not have the capacity to be an adult you have to still respect them as your parents. You are no longer the child but they are still your parents and you need to honor them. You need to respect them and refrain from taking away their dignity by treating them like your children. It’s easy to say, but tough to do; and I know it is confusing as well. How do you balance respect with making decisions to care for them?

 We are all called to respect those who are older than ourselves. Again, you decide whether or not you are older than me or other people. But it’s an important value. It’s important to honor older members and it is also just as important for our older folks to make room and accept younger people. There needs to be mutuality in the relationship. 
We are called to show respect to “the authorities.” Again, in our culture, that’s not a popular thing. We are to respect police, our politicians— you know that one is not popular! I’ve heard people say, “But they’re all crooks.” And they are not. There really are good people in government. We need to counteract this cultural habit that has developed which shows tremendous disrespect to those who are in governing authority. 
We are called to show respect to our employers and to our bosses. Our bosses are called to respect us as well. Respect should be something that characterizes all our relationships. We are called to respect women. Guys, we are not called to objectify women and make them objects of lust. Scripture says “Treat your older women like your mother. Treat the women of the same age like your sister, and treat the young girls like your daughters.” (I Timothy 5:1-2) Wouldn’t that change how we treat women if we did that? If we saw them in that light? 
A very common thing that I find when counseling couples is… (I mention this because we are coming up on several holidays) how often the holidays and how we celebrate them cause friction in marriage. Couples, if you want to get yourself in trouble during the holidays, just show disrespect to your spouse’s traditions. You know the number one cause of fighting in the first year of marriage is the holidays. Traditions are important. They come with many fond memories that we want to share with and have our kids experience as well. They make our holidays special as well. So it’s important for you to include all your spouses’ traditions in your celebrations and show respect for them. Even though my wife, bless her heart loves to put nuts in pumpkin pie…. and you don’t put nuts in pumpkin pie…. Everyone knows that. She likes Waldorf salad but I eat it anyway.  I can’t stand the stuff but she likes it. Her stocking stuffers are more like gifts and they don’t fit in the stockings so how are they stocking stuffers? But we include them anyway. It’s important to talk about the holidays, blend the traditions. Give and take what is important to each other and what is not and come to some mutuality about how they are observed. It is a show of respect and that needs to characterize all our relationships. 

The second thing I see in the passage is just how real Moses is.  Look at the conversation they have. First, in a very conversational way, he tells Jethro about all the good things that have happened. Now I noticed that Moses doesn’t tell all the great things that he has accomplished. He tells about all the great things that God has done to help his people and to rescue them. He gives God the glory and he talks about God in a very matter of fact way, very conversational and without apology. I think that’s important for us to learn. We don’t have to find an “in” in order to talk about God in our relationships. All we have to do is, in a very natural and non-apologetic way, simply tell the truth. Tell all the good things that are happening in our lives and give God the credit. You don’t have to do it in a preachy way. Just talk about it just as naturally as Moses did with his father-in-law. I think it’s very important. We need to stop being afraid to tell others what God is doing in our lives. 
The second thing I see in their conversation is Moses, while he tells all the good things, he also talks about the hardships. Every year we get a letter from one of our family members. It’s their infamous Christmas letter. Every year they write glowingly about the things their children have done, and by the time you are finished with the letter you kind of toss it in the trash can and you feel like failures as parents. So you go get a double cappuccino or you find something to make yourself feel good because you realize your children have no chance of measuring up. It is one of those letters you know. 

At our men’s retreat something else occurred. Mike Smoot was our speaker. Mike used to be a member here, but was relocated by his workplace. So everyone knew Mike. Mike is a man of integrity. Mike is the kind of guy who if you looked at his life on the outside you’d say, “Man he has got it all together!” He did something that few people do at a retreat setting. He peeled back the veneer of his life and showed people what really goes on within his life. He talked about all the struggles he’s experienced in his life. I tell you, there is nothing more powerful than hearing not only about the good things in people’s lives, but also the struggles and the hardships. It makes it all so very real. It touches your life. It doesn’t cause you to say, “Whew, I thought I was bad!” It doesn’t cause you to excuse your mistakes and excuse your sin. What it does is cause you to say, “If God can use him then God can use me. If God can do that through him during all those times of hardship and struggle, and while he made all those mistakes, God can use this fallen vessel for His glory too. If God hasn’t given up on him you know God isn’t going to give up on me either.” 
So people, it is vital that we be real as a people and talk to each other honestly, not just about the good things in our lives but also the struggles. It’s the struggles, I think, that carve out real fellowship amongst people. It enables us relate to each other and really help each other… and be an encouragement as well. I think that is why God put in scripture the stories of the patriarch and the apostles. One thing I love about the bible is just how honest and transparent it is. If you were trying to sell the Christian faith what you would do is paint the patriarchs and the apostles in a positive light. You wouldn’t show their faults and flaws. But that is not what happens. You look at the patriarch in Genesis and you look at the apostles in the New Testament and though they tell you about their triumphs, they also tell you about all their failures. So it enables you to relate to them. 
When you read these stories you discover what a real walk with God is. It is not a walk of perfection! It is a walk of perseverance. God does not call you to perfection. You will never be perfect but God calls you to perseverance. I get this sense among people that they visualize the Christian life as a walk in which you are never suppose to trip or falter. You are not supposed to fall. It’s to be a walk of perfection. That is not at all what the Christian life is like. The Christian life is an endless series of trips and failures and faltering. It is an endless journey of falling down and getting back up, and falling down and getting back up, and falling down and getting back up. The key to living a successful and faithful Christian life again isn’t perfection, it is perseverance. The only way you can lose your salvation, the only way, is if you stop walking with God. If you have noticed anything about the wilderness journey of Israel, as we have covered it, you’ve noticed how often Israel fell. BUT they still got to the Promised Land! How? They kept walking. God did not call them to scale the city. God did not call them to part the waters. All he told them to do was walk and that is all God calls us to do as well! Walk and keep walking until you reach the Golden City…or the “Pearly Gates!”

Are you? Are you continuing to walk with God or have you stopped? Have you stopped walking with him? 

The last thing I see in the passage is just how humble Moses was and how that enabled him to take some good advice. He was open to advice, which is the surprise of the story. To me, that is shocking. It’s shocking because of who Jethro is. Who is he? Compared with Moses! Who is Jethro? Jethro is a priest of a very suspicious faith, a faith which does not have it all together, a faith that is not Jewish and it’s not really much of anything. It is much like the Samaritans in the New Testament. How Israel (and God) saw the Midians is much like how Protestants viewed Catholics and one time, and how Catholics viewed Protestants. It was a sect of Judaism, maybe even a cult?  He is a priest of a suspicious faith that doesn’t join Israel in the Promised Land. They are raised outside the Jewish banner, you could say. And he is giving advice to Moses!!!??? The nerve of the guy! And who is Moses?  Well, Moses is the chosen one.  Moses is the person whom God speaks to directly, who saw God’s back, who gets God’s Word firsthand. What could Jethro possibly tell Moses that God can’t tell Moses better? And yet he gives Moses some advice, and (suprisingly) Moses takes the advice. This guy who talks to God directly. And, perhaps even more shocking is God does not disagree with the advice given. God does not correct the advice or say (IN a booming voice) “Who are you, Jethro, to come into my counsel?” God doesn’t do any of that. He lets the advice stand and has it recorded in scripture as a lesson for us. 

So what’s the lesson? The lesson is the importance receiving and listening to good advice. Now note it had nothing to do with the content of his faith. As to matters of faith and life, that came from God and His Word. God’s Word is the basis for our beliefs about faith and life. The advice Jethro gave did not contradict God’s Word. His advice dealt more with how to apply God’s Word in real life. So it was practical advice How does he live out this faith? How does he apply God’s Word? We need to do the same. We need to take advice from others and discover the many practical ways we can live out God’s Word in everyday life. I call this “worldly wisdom.” We are called to be world-wise but not worldly. 
I’ll give you some examples. One, a person was talking to me about a job and how they were praying for one. I asked him/her what steps they were taking to get a job. The answer was, none. “I’m telling God what I need and God is going to provide one for me!” This is not the first time I’d heard people describe faith this way. I know a person who would never tell anyone they had a need. They simply prayed that God would tell people of their need and they expected God to do it. They had prayed that I’d visit and when I finally did they let me know that I must not be in the center of God’s will because I had not heard God who had been telling me to visit them!  

People, that is not faith! That is presumption. I had prayed that God would change their critical spirit and He hadn’t, yet, so who’s not hearing from God? See how faulty this is? Prayer is powerful. I do not deny that but God also tells us that “faith without works is also dead!” (James 2:26) I don’t want, as your pastor, to come against the power of prayer but there are some practical things you need to do as well. You need to open your mouth and ask. You need to go and put your resume out and contact schools and get your name out there.

That’s one of the things we learn from this passage and perhaps that’s why God had it written. It teaches us that faith includes our cooperation. We need to pray and take practical steps to accomplish what we are praying for.

A couple of weeks ago I talked about the importance of dealing with pornography. Now that’s biblical. Lust is wrong and not good for us. To say it is one thing but to tell people how to deal with the problem, that’s what is needed. And there are some practical how-tos to deal with lust. One is to eliminate access to porn, and there are many tools to help you do that, but you need to make those choices and steps.

A lot of times I hear wives complaining about their husbands. Usually if there is a counseling situation it is the wife who has a complaint against her husband. They come in and often she will say something like “We’ve been married 15 years and I can’t believe what he just did. It was my birthday and he bought me this. He has been married to me for 15 years. He should know that I would hate this. What was in his mind?” I asked a common sense question and that is: Did you tell him that? Have you ever told him you don’t like gifts like that? “Well, no,” was the answer. “Well you need to tell him!” “But he should know!” Ladies, let me give you some important news. Your husband is not trying to irritate you on purpose. You may think we know but the reality is: We don’t. Unless you tell us, and verbalize it clearly, we don’t know. We don’t read cues very well and definitely can’t read minds. This is for everyone:  Do something very practical. If you want to get along with people and have good relationships you need to open your mouth and communicate. It isn’t rocket science. It is a bit of common sense.

You know, there are a lot of things God does not say in the Bible. He revealed enough to guide us through this life but a lot of the practical steps to live out what God says are left out. Why? I think out of mercy. We could be carrying ten volumes of instruction rather the one we have. It could be a lot thicker. Instead God created this thing called the brain, which is remarkable. It helps fill in the blanks God leaves. God created the mind and he expects us to use it. So use your common sense. Seek counsel. Take good advice from others who have learned how to live out their faith and deal with life in a healthy and redemptive manner. 

All right, what have we learned about walking with God from this passage? If you are going to walk with God what do you need to do? We’ve learned three things:

1. God want us to be wise in our relationships. One way you do that is by showing respect to people.

2. Be real with each other. Share the good and the bad. Be honest with people.

3. Be open to receive good advice
I’ll end with some good advice I heard recently from a seasoned pastor. He was asked, “From your experience in counseling people for over 40 years, what bits of wisdom would you share with newly wed couples?” The pastor thought and offered these three bits of wisdom I’d like to pass on to you. He said, 

“#1. Don’t give up too soon on your relationship. 
 #2.  Remember that there is an “I” in sin. Selfishness undermines relationships.

 #3.  God wants to have a relationship with you. Christianity is not about going to church. That’s a by-product of a relationship with God. So is giving. Giving is a byproduct of God having your heart. The question is, does God have your heart?”

Does He? Does God have your heart?

Let’s pray…

