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“Financial Meltdown”

Exodus 32:1-10
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An old sea captain once asked a naval student how he’d handle a sudden storm. “I’d drop the anchor, sir” he replied. “But what if another storm approached?” asked the captain. “Then sir I would drop the other anchor, sir,” the student replied. “And what if the storms just kept coming? What would you do?” asked the old salt. “I’d just keep on throwing out them anchors, sir”, said the student. “Now wait a minute, hold on there son”, said the captain, “where - will you get - all those anchors?” And the student replied, “Well, I recon from the same place you are getting all those storms, sir.”

It wasn’t but just a few weeks ago that we watched people boarding up their homes in anticipation of Hurricane Ike. But that storm was the last, so far, in a string of four hurricane strength storms that struck the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico. “Storms” come in many shapes and sizes, and it does seem that when the first storm arrives others are following. It’s not unusual to hear someone say while in the midst of some storm of life, “Storms come in threes, I wonder what the next two will be.” I don’t know that three is the magic number, but it does seem that trouble comes in packs.

All of us here today are living in our boarded up homes watching the financial hurricane rage around us. All of us have already watched parts of the roof of our home blow away, our favorite tree topple and mail box roll down the street, and the storm isn’t over by a long shot, may not have reached its worse yet. We don’t know what we will have left when this storm blows itself out. We are concerned, and we should be. But we have to be so careful that we don’t make this storm worse for ourselves and our families. When we are in the thick of things as we are now it is all too easy to allow the storm to overwhelm us and start listening to the “what ifs” and playing the “blame game”.


What if our financial institutions had been more carefully regulated. What if we had seen this coming and better protected ourselves. What if we had resisted the temptation to take out that second mortgage, take that expensive cruise, buy that new car, open that fourth charge account. What if! And of course we know how the blame game works because we have all played it at one time or another and have heard it being played everywhere lately. The “what ifs” and the blaming only makes the storm worse. It is good to know where we made mistakes and good to make plans to avoid those same mistakes, but too much “what ifs” and blaming can be counter productive. Satan loves for you and me to get caught up in that kind of thinking. It only hurts us. As Christians we learn and change, we forgive, we move on.

This past week I began to ask God to show me His word of comfort for us all. I prayed that He would help me find just the right scripture to give us back our confidence and bring us all some peace in this storm. And He immediately led me to Exodus 32. It was the first scripture I read. I knew this was His answer, but I didn’t like the answer. What I was reading gave me no comfort and as your pastor gave me little hope that it would comfort you. You listen and see what you think. Exodus 32:1-10

We are all in a financial meltdown, loosing money we have saved for the future, and at first reading God seems to be saying through this Exodus story that we, like them of the story, have trusted in gold and in many ways have worshipped its ability to keep us safe and sound from the desert, and now we are learning the painful lesson that gold can’t be trusted. This is a serious situation!

In the most recent AARP newsletter, yes I am old enough to be an AARP member even though I don’t look that old … oh, OK so I do look like RP material … there was a troubling article about people my age who live in their cars because it is better than living on the street. These are not your average down and out vagrants. These are people who owned their own homes in nice neighborhoods, had two fairly new cars and a steady job – when the bottom dropped out. Now all they have is a job and a car to sleep in at night, and are thankful to have them. That’s pretty depressing, especially since they are living in Southern California where future trends seem to start. If the financial mess continues we may find ourselves in similar situations. Not a very comforting thought!

Is this Exodus story a prophesy of doom for us? I think it depends. It depends on our faith that God will take care of us. Do we have that depth of faith? We might just see! If this financial meltdown continues and we loose our homes, we lose the rest of our savings, (some is already gone), will we still trust God? If I have to work for the Lord for free and live in the Christian Life Center along with some of you will we still trust God? If we loose this church because none of us have our tithe to give to God, will we still trust God? I pray that we don’t find out! But it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Loosing you would be the worst thing. Loosing each other, that would be the worst thing. We can’t loose God, or His love and strength. He will always be here for us. If our faith is in God and not in the marketplace or our 401K’s or our various savings accounts or our current employer then we will be O.K. If our faith is in those people and things then this story is a dire warning. If our faith is in God then we have every reason to calm down and wait upon Him.

This story is a warning about who or what we trust! Let me point out something that is very important about this story that isn’t obvious on the first read. These people were infants in their walk with God. These people of the Exodus story had little track record with God. True, they had seen some marvelous miracles we will never see, but they were still babes in the faith. They didn’t yet have any clear direction from God. Moses had the Ten Commandments and all of God’s other instructions for the people with him on the mountain. This story shows us a people who had rejected any direct contact with God and had placed all their faith in Moses’ ability to intercede for them. When, after over a month had passed and he had not come back from his meeting with God on the mountain they panicked. They began looking for another intercessor for themselves and reverted to what they knew, idols. Most theologians say that the golden calf wasn’t a replacement for God, it was a replacement for Moses and that is why Aaron so willingly created it. This god they created was their new intercessor to the God who had led them out of Egypt. They didn’t break the first commandment, they broke the second commandment, which of course they had not yet seen.

I stopped our reading at verse ten, but if you read on you will find that God did not destroy the people. Moses interceded for them and verse fourteen says, “the Lord relented and did not bring on His people the disaster He had threatened”.  However, when Moses finally did return to the camp and saw the golden calf and the people dancing around it he became so angry that he destroyed the tablets God had given him, had the golden calf ground into dust, forced the people to drink a golden tea and then, with the Levites help, killed as many people as died in the twin towers disaster in 2001, about three thousand of them. God didn’t kill them, Moses and the Levites did.

Why did God lead me to this story? Because I asked Him to help us. Because He wants us to take this moment to decide exactly who and what we are going to trust. In general, we are a people living in affluence. Our gold has taken on a security roll that belongs to God. This dollar bill is exactly right, “In God we trust”, but this isn’t Him. Our gold can’t be trusted any more than the golden calf could be trusted. In a few weeks we are going to vote for a new president and his new cabinet. Whoever wins that contest … we can’t trust them to save us either. They are just as human as we are and will make human mistakes. Only God can save us, and He may not choose to save us from this human made financial crisis. He may use it to refocus our faith, just as He did the crisis surrounding the golden calf!

In this story Moses goes back up the mountain to God and offers himself as a sacrifice for the people’s sin. “Blot me out of the book you have written”, he says. And guess what, God rejects his offer because Moses isn’t good enough. Moses’ death will not make things right because Moses is not suitable as a sacrifice for the people’s sins. Moses does not have the capitol to see his end of the bargain through. He’s just as in debt as the ones he wants to guarantee for. His heart is right but his bank account is empty. Listen to God’s reply to Moses’ offer, Exodus 32:33 and 34 says, “Whoever has sinned against Me I will blot out of My book.” “I will punish them for their sin. And the Lord struck the people with a plague because of what they did with the calf Aaron had made.” God’s answer to Moses? No deal!

Think about this for a moment, what God demanded from the people, (that the sinful would be punished), and what God demanded from Jesus was the same, (guilt and punishment). Jesus was perfectly sinless and, unlike Moses, had the capitol to pay out. Jesus made the same offer Moses made but on our behalf and God accepted the offer. He took upon himself all of our sins and so became perfectly sin full and died in our place.  Listen to what Hebrews 7:25 says about Jesus’ ability to plead for us. “Jesus is able to save completely those who come to God through Him, because He always lives to intercede for them.” 


So, what can we say about this Exodus 32 story that is positive, helpful, and even comforting? First, it warns us about placing our faith and trust in anything or anyone but God, and that is good because we can loose that focus, especially in bountiful times like we have been having. But at the same time it reminds us during troubling times that God is capable of anything and a little financial meltdown or any other situation is no big deal for those who trust Him. Second, this story can’t be directly applied to our Christians experience because Jesus’ atoning grace doesn’t figure in the story, because of Jesus, God acts differently with us than He did with them. He will never call us “your people”, we will always be His people. In some ways this Old Testament story is very twenty-first century, in other ways it doesn’t fit. There is a little comfort here!

But now go back with me and listen to how we began our worship. Philippians 4 tells us to “Rejoice in the Lord always.” (Even when things are not great.) I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evident to all.” (That word “gentleness” can and should mean the gentle peace we have even when the world around us is coming apart because we know and trust God. We don’t panic like the people of the Exodus did.) “The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” (We can bring everything to God in prayer and be certain He hears us and honors our prayers and will do the best thing.) “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. And the God of peace will be with you.” We don’t worry and fret, we trust.

Let me close us with this from the wonderful book of wisdom, Proverbs 3:5-6, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.” No matter what happens in these next few months, He will never leave us and we will be here for each other. Amen? Amen!
