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Sermon Title: Does God really change his mind?
Bible Reference: Exodus 32
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Does God ever really change his mind? – Exodus 32:14
So much in this chapter I cannot even attempt to cover it all, instead I want to focus in on v7-14 where we have this incredible interchange between God and Moses and Moses and God, in which God says he’ll destroy the Israelites, only it seems to have his mind changed by Moses heartfelt prayers on behalf of the people. The golden calf is interesting and has a lot to teach us but I think it often overshadows v7-14 which are equally as important and interesting.

Let’s read them: Read 32:1-14 
Moses has been up the mountain for 5½ weeks – little surprise then that the people have given up on him. What they do though is pretty shocking as it goes absolutely against what they have just agreed to regarding images! Whether they thought of the calf as a representation of God or not (I think they probably did) doesn’t really matter. This was a staggering disobedience on their behalf – and goodness only knows what Aaron was doing letting them get away with it! Then he has the audacity to plead ignorance and innocence – ‘I put in the gold and out came this calf’ v24! That’s a barefaced lie. Oh dear Oh dear!
God’s reaction to this is? Well, -  interesting?! Rd again v7-10. How would you describe him in these verses? Angry, frustrated, disappointed, apoplectic, incandescent?! And he says He’s had it with these people – in fact he says they are ‘Moses people’ now, v7 - ‘Your people, who you brought up out of Egypt’! And in v9 God tells Moses to go away and leave him alone so that he can destroy the people (NIV & NLT), consume them (ESV) and start again with Moses family instead! Wow!

Now there’s not many times when it’s a good idea not to do what God says when he says it and I’m not sure I’d ever commend it. But look at Moses here – v11, ‘But Moses sought the favour of the Lord his God …’ and he talks with God, he reasons with God, he pleads with God to persuade him not to do what he’s threatening – read v11-13 again. 
And amazingly God listens to him – He ‘relented’ the NIV & ESV put it, or NLT ‘He changed his mind’ and agrees not carry out the disaster he had threatened.

And so we have to ask – what is this all about? Does God really change his mind? And if he doesn’t then what is the point of praying?. Can we really reason with him and get him to do what we want? So 2 things: 

1. Does God ever really change his mind? 

To answer these sort of perplexing, mysterious questions it’s important to start with what is clear and obvious. One of the rules of Bible interpretation (‘Hermeneutics’ - understanding what it says correctly) is that one starts with what is clear and obvious and uses this to help understand the less obvious. Another is that you start with statements from God and use these to explain the things like description or narrative. 

With that in mind we should start with a very clear statement from God like this: Num 23:19 – ‘God is not human, that he should lie, not a human being, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfil?’; Is 41:22 - Present your case,” says the Lord.  “Set forth your arguments,” says Jacob’s King. “Tell us, you idols, what is going to happen. Tell us what the former things were, so that we may consider them and know their final outcome. Or declare to us the things to come, tell us what the future holds, so we may know that you are gods’ This is God speaking and the inference is obvious! They know nothing, can do nothing but he in contrast knows all things. From passages like this, where God speaks clearly, plainly, unequivocally about himself we learn that he does not change, he is always the same. Immutable – unchangeable. ‘Jesus Christ, same yesterday, today and forever’, etc. This is our starting point about God. This we know because it’s his direct, clear statement about himself. 
So what then do we make of this comment in Ex 32:14, etc, where it says that God ‘relented’ or changed his mind? Maybe we should start be asking something like ‘when do we change our minds?’ We change our minds when things previously unknown become apparent, when we come to a new understanding or circumstances change that we couldn’t have foreseen or anticipated. In other words – we change our minds because our knowledge changes! But since God knows all things and is unchanging he both cannot and has no reason to change his mind in the sense that we understand the phrase!
Further - if we allow ourselves to think that Moses managed to change God’s mind about his proposed destruction of the I’s it is to suggest that Moses was more compassionate than God! That cannot be. 

So for these reasons the phrase must mean more than is immediately apparent! Did God really change his mind?
I think the answer is yes and no! 

· Yes in the sense that he made a threat he would have carried out if things had stayed the same, 

· But No because he knew things would change. The threat was his means of making things change – it was the prompter for Moses to intercede and for people to stop what they were doing. 

He’s also using the incident to teach Moses, and us about the role of intercession and prayer and especially the role later that Jesus, our great intercessor would play. Remember we see Jesus in all the scriptures and here we see an early glimpse of the way he intercedes for us before God.
We needn’t think that somehow Moses had some sort of undue influence on God, getting him to do something he didn’t really plan or want to do. God will never be under any obligation to do something for people; when God does something good or kind it always starts with him – it’s grace, never because he’s in our debt in any way. Instead what we see is that M’s prayers are the means through which God, in his sovereignty has chosen to work. Which brings me briefly to say something about 

2. The role of prayer and intercession and how it works! 

Imagine if Moses hadn’t prayed - I think we have to assume that God would have done what he said. There’s an interesting verse in James where he says ‘You do not have because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.’ 4v2. Clearly then we do ourselves out of blessings when we fail to pray. 
Why don’t we pray as much as we could? I think it has to be mainly because we simply don’t really think it will make much/any difference! Court case between Off licence &  Church. (church prayed God would close down shop; lightning strikes and burns shop down. Owner takes church to court! Church fought the charges. Judge said at the end “It is the opinion of this court that wherever the guilt may lie, the tavern owner is the one who really believes in prayer while the church members do not!” (M. R. DeHaan)! Do we believe prayer works? Then let us pray! 
But are there secrets to effective prayer? Yes, absolutely! Look at what James says again – ‘you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures’. Moses offers a master class in praying with right motives. Let me briefly highlight 3 things in his prayer 

i. Ask God to remember his PEOPLE – v11. Moses reminded God of his relationship with them, these were His people, for whom he’d worked hard to recue from Egypt. When we pray let this be the main emphasis of our prayers – God’s interests, his people, for whom he paid a high price, who he adopted into his family. We are not just anybody – we are God’s own adopted, highly paid for children. When praying remind him of this relationship. Being a child of God must mean something mustn’t it – or what’s the point 
ii. Ask God to remember his PURPOSE – v12. His #1 purpose is to be honoured and glorified above all else. So look at Moses line of argument – ‘What on earth would people think of him if he did what he says he’s about to do?’ 
God’s honour and glory are the place to start when we pray. This is the area we really need to watch our motives above all else. So often our prayers are not really for God’s glory but our comfort and ease. No wonder they don’t get answered. 

But I might ask – ‘Won’t I miss out if I only pray for God’s glory? What about my needs, hopes, dreams, etc? I seem to remember one of our children wanting some money for the shop and as I remember it I gave them £1 coin, but they complained and said they wanted one of the big coins – 10p piece!  When we ask/live for ourselves we’re doing the same thing. God always wants to give us more than we want so best get living and asking for his glory! 

This is the second secret of answer – ask for God’s glory, his sake, the fame of his name. Check and recheck motives! Not wrong to pray for self – but check what motive is. And what about if he chooses not to give what you ask? Then have to accept that just as happily!
iii. Ask God to remember his PROMISE – v13-14. Remind God of what he’s said, what he’s promised. If he’s promised something in his word, then pray it! Take God to it, remind him of it! Not because he forgets, but because it’s the surest think he’ll do!
Do you want God to answer YOUR prayers? Then pray like Moses did and remind God that HIS interests are at stake. Ask God to remember His people. Ask God to remember His purpose. And ask God to remember His promise. Then watch out – you can be sure he’ll answer and who know what might change! 
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