1
2

“God’s Pattern of Redemption”

Exodus 12:1-14

September 4, 2005


Way back in the twenty-second chapter of Genesis we read a story that gives us insight into what many call “God’s pattern of redemption”. The story is about Abraham and his first-born son Isaac. God commands Abraham to offer his first-born and only son as a burnt offering. Now Abraham wasn’t beyond arguing with God, he had done it many times in the past. But in this story there is no mention of any attempt by Abraham to dissuade God from his demand for Isaac’s life. We might think of a number of reasons why Abraham didn’t argue with God.

Abraham himself said “God will provide the lamb” when Isaac asked about the offering. But then he proceeds to tie up Isaac, place him on the alter, and raise the knife to kill him as if Isaac was the lamb, before God stopped him. Abraham might have reasoned that God would bring Isaac back from the dead or replace Isaac in some way. We don’t know that but we do know that Abraham knew God’s promises and trusted God to keep them. He was the example of a man of faith. God’s greatest promise to Abraham was that he would have a son and even a nation from that son.

But there is another possible reason why Abraham didn’t try to argue with God about sacrificing Isaac. Abraham understood that the first-fruit of all things belonged to God. The first-fruit of his crops, the first-born of his flocks and the first-born of his own household, Isaac. Isaac was not Abraham’s, Isaac belonged to God. Abraham knew that before Isaac was born and if God wanted him back Abraham knew he had no recourse but to give him back.


Throughout scripture the pattern of God has been to require the first-fruit of life as an offering of redemption or forgiveness of sins. That requirement always means death to the offering. In the case of flocks or humans, blood is the redeeming factor. Blood is life! On the eighth day every first-born son was brought to the tabernacle, and later the temple, as an offering before God. But God never desired the death of his children but that they live lives dedicated to him. So early on God stipulated that there could be a blood substitute offered instead of a human life. An unblemished one-year-old lamb was the appropriate substitute, or a dove in the case of the very poor. In any case, blood was required for redemption.


Now we jump forward from Abraham seven hundred plus years to the Exodus from Egypt. For four hundred years these people have lived as slaves in Egypt. They have forgotten their worship and their God. But now he will remind them, and he will once again use blood as that redeeming element.


You all know the story of the various plagues God sent upon the Egyptians so I won’t take the time to talk about them. Suffice it to say that the nine plagues that came before set the stage for this final terrible experience.


The Bible says that God said to Moses and Aaron this night is to be remembered forever as the night God choose the offering of redemption. This night, that will forever be remembered as Passover because God passed over the people marked with blood. Each family was to take a year old, unblemished lamb and slay it draining the blood into a catch basin. They were to take some of the blood and smear it on the sides and top of the door to their homes. Then they were to roast the lamb and eat it that night leaving nothing, burning any remains. They were to eat as if on the run, completely dressed for travel.

On that same night God would pass through the land of Egypt and every first-born would die. First-born from the Egyptians, first-born from their servants, first-born from their livestock, they would all die. And should any of God’s chosen children fail to obey the command, they too would loose their first-born. The only first-born spared would be the ones sheltered and redeemed by the blood of the lamb. And so it was that the bible says that night “there was loud wailing in Egypt, for there was not a house without someone dead.” The first Passover event in Egypt was God purchasing, so to speak, the redemption from slavery of his first-born son Israel through the death of the Egyptian first-born.


And now we move forward through Jewish history 1300 years. It is the evening of Passover and all over the Roman occupied nation of Israel people are preparing to observe the Passover meal. The Passover lamb is a constant reminder that their life came from death. And it was also a reminder that the first-born belong to God. They are his by right and he may do with them as he pleases.


Jesus, the first-born of Joseph and Mary and the one and only Son of God, and his disciples gather in a borrowed upper room to observe Passover. But on this night Jesus will add another deeper dimension to the Passover meal. God established the Passover, only God can modify the Passover. From this night forward Jesus will become the lamb of God slain for the redemption of many. The first-born Son of God is not redeemed by the lamb, he is the Lamb. His blood spilled out on the cross is the perfect sacrifice effective for all who believe and celebrate this sacrament.


The Lord’s Supper is the Passover Supper celebrated not just on a specific date but every time we gather around these elements of bread and grape juice. There is no lamb here because Jesus is the lamb. The Lord’s Supper is a Holy Communion, a Holy Connection between God and His people. The Lord’s Supper is our reminder of God’s redemption of his people from whatever enslaves them. The Lord’s Supper is a reminder that we have been bought with a price and we are no longer our own but Gods.


Some people choose to withhold their children from this sacrament. They usually do that because they feel that the children will “play” at something that shouldn’t be played with. They have read Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians about eating the bread or drinking the Lord’s cup in an unworthy manner. I respect that concern because it shows a respect for this sacrament. But I think it is a misinterpretation of Paul’s intent. Adults were abusing the Lord’s Supper, not children. Paul was writing to abusive adults.

Paul came from a tradition that would have memorized Exodus 12:26. Listen to what it says, “And when your children ask you, ‘What does this ceremony mean to you?’ then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the Lord, who passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt and spared our homes when he struck down the Egyptians.’” I can’t imagine Paul withholding this perfect teaching opportunity from our children.

How often should we celebrate the Lord’s Supper? The Confession of Faith says “often” and “frequently” but that is ambiguous isn’t it. Some churches, especially liturgical churches like Roman Catholic, Episcopal and Lutheran make the Lord’s Supper the central part of every worship. On the opposite extreme some Protestant churches only celebrate The Lord’s Supper near Easter, the time when the original Lord’s Supper was observed. Many churches, like St. Timothy, celebrate the Lord’s Supper once a month.

We Protestants tend to be a little suspicious of repetition and ritual. Every once in a while I will hear someone quote the old adage “familiarity breeds contempt”. But I have found the opposite to be true, familiarity for me breeds contemplation. When I memorized the confession it became such a part of me that when I say it I hear it deep in my soul. The same goes for favorite scripture verses like the 23rd Psalm or John 3:16. And for me the words of the Lord’s Supper, almost perfectly memorized now, come alive and take me right into that upper room with the disciples. I recline around the table, the cup is passed to me and the bread. And I understand God’s love a little better.

The ritual is important because it fosters familiarity with God’s grace. Familiarity seeps into our subconscious and begins a subtle formative influence that may one day mature into a life perfectly committed to Christ. That is the whole purpose of the sacraments, to make us more like Jesus. Amen.

