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Team / Song in the Night
Sermon – Originally given April 3, 2021 UCG NoVa LDOUB

SPS: As we leave the DOUB, how can we focus on getting on God’s “team”?

Intro

Good afternoon everyone. Thank you for the special music and the offertory. [MORE IF NEEDED]

Color Open

I would like to turn back to Joshua chapter 5 and verse 1. This is not the most typical place that you’d go for an Unleavened Bread message, but I’d like to pull out a principal here in Joshua. This is the lens that I’d like to peer through for the rest of the message today.

Now as you are turning back there, I will confess that this is one of my favorite sections of scripture. Everyone has favorite parts of the bible. Favorite scriptures, favorite books, favorite characters, etc, and I’m no different. The reason why this is one of my favorite scriptures is because this is such a great example of how wonderfully layered the bible is. You can read through the bible a 100 times, but on the 101st time, you can still pick up a different principal or perspective that you’ve never considered before. Let’s jump in with verse 1.

Joshua 5:1 - So it was, when all the kings of the Amorites who were on the west side of the Jordan, and all the kings of the Canaanites who were by the sea, heard that the LORD had dried up the waters of the Jordan from before the children of Israel until we had crossed over, that their heart melted; and there was no spirit in them any longer because of the children of Israel.

Now let’s pause just for a second to get some context. This was very early in the leadership of Joshua. He was just now really starting the march into the promised land with the Israelites. And I like to put myself in his shoes here. Even though Joshua was a powerful individual and a remarkable leader in his own right, if I was in his place, I would still feel a little self-conscious. I mean he just replaced the patriarch Moses. Even though the Israelites had a sort of love/hate relationship with Moses, he was still a legend. Anyone coming after him would be held up and measured against this cornerstone person. I just imagine that inside all of the tents, boys had posters of Moses parting the Red Sea or striking rocks or something. He would have to be looked up to as a very prominent figure.

Imagine how Joshua had to feel, if you were putting yourself in his shoes. As he leads these rebellious, stiff-necked, rag-tag group of Israelites into a war zone in a quest to annihilate the fortified inhabitants, driving them out of their homes, so that the Israelites could inherit the land promised to them.

I would be stressed out. I’d be on edge. I’d be a basket case frankly. So you’ll have to give Joshua a little slack as we get down to verse 13 of Joshua chapter 5 when he encounters a strange situation on the eve of battle.

[bookmark: _Hlk68284175]Joshua 5:13 - And it came to pass, when Joshua was by Jericho, that he lifted his eyes and looked, and behold, a Man stood opposite him with His sword drawn in His hand. And Joshua went to Him and said to Him, "Are You for us or for our adversaries?"

Remember – this is transitioning to all out war. And as word spread about the Israelites in the next few weeks, months and years, it’s going to everyone against Israel. When confronted by this Man with a sword, Joshua has to ask – who’s side are you on? Because you have to pick. There is no Switzerland, there are no neutral observers. This is war. And either you are for me or you are against me. You are a friend or a foe. If you are a friend, get behind me. If you are a foe, watch out – because I’m going to go through you to get where I am going. So which is it? Are you for us or against us?

Notice this response.

 14 So He said, "No, but as Commander of the army of the LORD I have now come." And Joshua fell on his face to the earth and worshiped, and said to Him, "What does my Lord say to His servant?"
 15 Then the Commander of the LORD'S army said to Joshua, "Take your sandal off your foot, for the place where you stand is holy." And Joshua did so.

The bible then goes on and moves to the next story. I so very much wish I could have seen what happened immediately after this interaction, but as we well know, the bible gives us everything we need, but definitely not everything that we want. And we are left wondering what this was like, what it was all about, and what Joshua and the Commander discussed.

But since the story moves on so quickly, we might just skim over this section of scripture and not draw out a really interesting principal.

Joshua wanted to know, which side, which team, this player was on. Obviously, he is thinking in terms of tactical positioning and warfare dynamics. He was thinking about his army and his objectives, and when a strange situation popped up, he had to evaluate this new player to determine if it’s a friend or foe. With him, or against him? Was it going to help him or hurt him?

This was probably something unique to Joshua, right? Surely this wouldn’t apply to a group of people sitting in a hotel room thousands of years later would it?

Well, let me ask you a simple question for you to ponder today. Have we ever thought about God in this same way? Have we ever come at your relationship with Him and thought - are you for me, or against me? 

Or maybe, to put it in a slightly different perspective - who’s team are you on, anyway?

If you’ve never thought that way - great! You can go to sleep and wait for the better messages this afternoon. But I’ll let you in on a little secret. I’ve thought this way - most of the time without really realizing it. And I will go out on a limb and say that if you really investigate your relationship with God, you also might be tempted to put God in the same box. This applies to both the good times, the years of plenty, but also in the lean years and the times of trials. When things are going great – God is on your side. He’s opening doors, He’s breaking down obstacles, He’s fighting on your behalf. When the wind is at your face, then God is against you. God is pounding you with trials so that you will learn this lesson or that.

Now I don’t mean to trivialize God working within our lives in all circumstances – He definitely does. But is God a player on the battlefield that is either for us or for our adversaries? Is He either on our team or against us?

And by extension, if we find ourselves thinking this way, do we then take actions, perform rituals, or go through the motions in order to try and get God on our side and on our team?

After we clean out our houses, get the leaven out of our lives, turn in our offerings, come together for a Sabbaths, live the commandments - surely we would never think that God owes us anything, right? That since we have performed these actions, that now God has some obligation to us?

Let’s go back to one other example here as we continue to set the stage today. It’s another familiar example, but again, we want to focus our lens through this perspective. It’s in 1 Kings chapter 19. Hugh Buchanan covered parts of this story a few weeks ago, so it should be fresh in our minds, but let’s do a quick recap. This is in the heart of the story of Elijah - one of the chief cornerstone prophets of the entire bible. A true legend. A spiritual powerhouse. He was doing miracles that people only dream about. But, at the same time, he was human, and he had his ups and downs like anyone else.

So when we get to 1 Kings chapter 19 and verse 9, the story of Elijah takes a bit of a turn. And to be quite honest with you, it shows a side of Elijah that we should all be able to connect with. None of us are calling down fire from heaven. But every single one of us, down to the person, has experienced difficulties, pain, and discouragement.

Just a short time before, he puts together the test with evil Jezebel’s prophets to call fire down from heaven. Remember this? He leads a mini-revival of the Israelites as they turn back to the true God, but Jezebel is furious and turns up the heat on Elijah. This proves too much for Elijah, who then, in response, turns and flees for his life. Let’s pick it up in 1 Kings chapter 19 and starting in verse 9.

1 Kings 19:9 - And there he went into a cave, and spent the night in that place; and behold, the word of the LORD came to him, and He said to him, "What are you doing here, Elijah?"
 10 So he said, "I have been very zealous for the LORD God of hosts; for the children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with the sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take my life."

“Against all of these odds, and against all of this very real resistance, I’ve gone out and done what you have asked. I have stood up for your way of life. I’ve kept your laws, your way of life, I’ve done what I could.”

“But look at where it’s gotten me. Out here in the middle of nowhere. Alone. “

“Why aren’t you stepping in? Why aren’t you helping me out? Why aren’t you swooping in on my behalf? Haven’t I earned that by all of the actions I’ve done for you?”

I think probably everyone in this room can relate to this in their own way. I know I can, whereas there have been several points in my life when I was faced with a very intense trial and I thought – “What is happening here? Aren’t I doing the things that God wants me to do? I’m not perfect, but I’m at least trying very hard to follow His way of life. And now, when I need God to do something for me – where is He? Where is my miracle? Where is my answered prayer?” I have had enough conversations with others in the room to know that I’m not the only one that has felt this way.

Notice how God re-orients Elijah here. God askes Elijah to come outside for a minute.

1 Kings 19:11 Then He said, "Go out, and stand on the mountain before the LORD." And behold, the LORD passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake;
 12 and after the earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice.

Now wait a minute? Wasn’t God the cause of the wind and the earthquake? Is God not fully in control of fire and water and all things – both big and small? Obviously so. And is God not capable of answering any prayer, at any time, for any reason? Be it with Elijah here, be it with the other prophets that have cried out over the generations, be it with us in this room with our own struggles?

No doubt there are a lot of lessons that one can pull from this section of scripture, but one of the key ones that I take away is God gently lifting Elijah’s head so that he can see what is around him – figuratively. He’s helping Elijah to understand his place. God is trying to help Elijah take his mind off of self, and back to where it needs to be.

Easier said than done though, because there were real challenges that Elijah faced.

1 Kings 19:13 So it was, when Elijah heard it, that he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood in the entrance of the cave. Suddenly a voice came to him, and said, "What are you doing here, Elijah?"
 14 And he said, "I have been very zealous for the LORD God of hosts [I’ve done all that you’d asked. I’ve fasted. I’ve prayed. I’ve cried out.]; because the children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with the sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take my life."
 15 Then the LORD said to him: "Go, return on your way to the Wilderness of Damascus; and when you arrive, anoint Hazael as king over Syria.

Go. Get back to work. Re-focus on what you are supposed to be doing. Then, verse 18, a parting verse to Elijah.

1 Kings 19:18 "Yet I have reserved seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him."

I have heard many people say that God comforted Elijah by telling him this. And perhaps Elijah did take comfort in these words and the fact that there were others out there that he didn’t know about. But to me this wasn’t about comfort. When I read God’s response, I see someone saying – “Get up. It’s time to go back to work. It’s not about you, it’s about what I am trying to accomplish and what I will accomplish.”

Take your mind off of yourself and what you think should or should not happen, and instead re-orient yourself to what God is trying to accomplish. God isn’t here to join our team. We are to commit ourselves to His team and His plan.

Refocus message

Why are we talking about this? Why is this a topic to cover on the Last Day of Unleavened Bread?

I’m going to ask for your patience for a few minutes as I commit to a major speaking (pho pa) faux pas. I’m going make a 180 degree turn with the message and then attempt to bring it all back together at the end. But you gotta stick with me ok? Bear with me for a few minutes.

And the reason I want to do this is because I’ve been thinking a great deal about this message and this Holy Day especially. Not just the meaning of the day. But how it impacts my actual life. And I don’t think it really hit me in the same way until I started listening to the girls prepare their special music and the song they just sang. 

I know you don’t have the words in front of you, but the song pulls from Isaiah, Psalms, 1 Corinthians and 2 Thessalonians. And it speaks to two opposing periods for this song in the night. One could be joyful. The other, and more pronounced, mournful. Let’s turn to two of the scriptures from this Hymn, both in Isaiah to see what I mean. The first, in Isaiah chapter 30, and it is joyful.

Isaiah 30:29 You shall have a song As in the night when a holy festival is kept, And gladness of heart as when one goes with a flute, To come into the mountain of the LORD, To the Mighty One of Israel.

The second example a few chapters later, in Isaiah 40 is the mournful, longing side.

Isaiah 40:1 - "Comfort, yes, comfort My people!" Says your God.
 2 "Speak comfort to Jerusalem, and cry out to her, That her warfare is ended, That her iniquity is pardoned; For she has received from the LORD'S hand Double for all her sins."

The words that this song is derived from are full of emotion. It talks about times of struggle and pain and when the only thing left is a song in the night to God. When everything is taken away, but your song. Throughout the entire refrain, though, there repeats this simple message:

“Like a song in the night, the good news must be. Let it fly over the earth, let it sail over the sea.
Until the whole world has heard of the soon coming King, a song in the night we’ll sing”

When hearing the words of this song, it made me look at these Days of Unleavened Bread differently and question if I have missed something along the way. Because I can get caught up in the physical. Did we clean out the oven? Did we get under the couch cushions? But quite frankly, that’s a fairly minor point in what God is trying to teach us.

The Days of Unleavened Bread are not exclusively about getting the leaven out of our lives. That’s a core principle, of course. That is what we teach our children about this day. That’s the basic, on the surface, meaning of the day. That’s not where the lessons of this day should end though. We don’t vacuum our cars, toss out the bread and call it good. Those are just the physical mechanics that God is using to illustrate a point. 

It’s about so much more. It’s about changing your entire life. Becoming unleavened and getting our lives back in sync with God because Jesus Christ is our soon coming King who will return to this earth. And no matter what disaster men of the world can get themselves into, or even what advancements and great things humankind develop in the future – it all pales in comparison to what God has in store. And when He returns, we better be ready. We better have taken the time to thoroughly deleaven our lives and our character, because everything we know is going to change and will be different.

When Moses came back into Egypt to rescue the Israelites, it took 10 historic plagues to get the point across. That when the Israelites crossed through the Red Sea, they should have realized that everything was to change. Instead, they complained about water and wanted to head back.

When Christ was crucified and the disciples got back together, they should have realized that everything was to change. Instead, they went back to fishing.

When we took the Passover, and cleansed our spiritual lives, do we realize that everything is to change? Or do we go back to work, back to … sandwiches?

The song in the night speaks to a point when everything is taken away, when everything is stripped down to its component parts, and the only thing you have left is a simple mournful song to God. When those times come, be it at a global level in the end times, be it at a family level at the end of our lives, be it at a personal level when deep, dark trials come upon you. At those times, you aren’t going to care about bread or crumbs, but you are very much going to care if you have unleavened character.

The way we live our lives isn’t about stupid crackers or tiny crumbs, but rather those little physical things point to a desire for an unleavened relationship with God. And a longing to change our lives to conform to His way of life. To have the opportunity to join His team for all eternity. 

Because tonight, you can eat leaven again. You are allowed to put aside that that physical representation of sin. But if all these days meant was extra spring cleaning, then I’ll very respectfully say that we’ve wasted these precious Holy Days.

Getting the leaven out of our lives is not just about removing sin. It’s not just about replacing sin with righteousness. It’s definitely not about going through the motions so that God will be happy with us. But rather, it’s about understanding what God is offering us, and how we need to change our lives from top to bottom so that we can take part in His Kingdom for eternity. 

It takes the Holy Spirit and diligent work to make those connections and transcend the physical application God has given us, and understand how it fits, not just within our own personal spiritual lives, but into the grand scheme of what God is accomplishing. 

Moses gives us an example where he puts all of the pieces together. Turn back with me to Exodus chapter 32. 

You know this story. God miraculously brings the Israelites out of Egypt, takes them to the Mount Sinai and wants to solidify a covenant with them. He brings Moses up the mountain and gives him further instructions. The Israelites, however, go restless. They lose sight of big picture. Let’s pick it up in verses 1 of Exodus 32.

Exodus 32:1 - Now when the people saw that Moses delayed coming down from the mountain, the people gathered together to Aaron, and said to him, "Come, make us gods that shall go before us; for as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him."

How quickly things can change.

 2 And Aaron said to them, "Break off the golden earrings which are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me."
 3 "So all the people broke off the golden earrings which were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron.
 4 And he received the gold from their hand, and he fashioned it with an engraving tool, and made a molded calf. Then they said, "This is your god, O Israel, that brought you out of the land of Egypt!"
 5 So when Aaron saw it, he built an altar before it. And Aaron made a proclamation and said, "Tomorrow is a feast to the LORD."
 6 Then they rose early on the next day, offered burnt offerings, and brought peace offerings; and the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to play.

Before we get too judgy on these people, we’ll have to remember that this is a natural extension to the same thought process we have been talking about. When you go through the motions, and think in terms of what God owes you. This is where it leads.

This is an extreme example, obviously so, but the Israelites had all of these signs, wonders and miracles. And as long as they felt that God was on their side, working for them, they were more than happy to keep moving forward, mostly. But that was really the extent. They would not, and did not, consider changing their lives so that they could shift their focus to God’s team, God’s way of life. That was just not something they were interested in. 

We see this time and time again with the Israelites. They never really fully got onboard with God and the relationship that He offered. When they felt like He was on their team, and doing things for them whenever they needed it, sure – they were all on board. But if that stopped, or if they didn’t get what they wanted, they were all too happy to switch out to a neighboring god and give that a try.

In all those instances, they never wanted to get on someone else’s team. They were content with their own. It’s almost as if they just switched captains of their own team until they found one that did what they wanted.

But Moses was different. Moses did get it. Drop down to verse 30, still in chapter 32 and still in this story of the Golden Calf. He understood that it was not about him. It’s about God plan and what He is accomplishing.

Exodus 32:30 - Now it came to pass on the next day that Moses said to the people, "You have committed a great sin. So now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin."
 31 Then Moses returned to the LORD and said, "Oh, these people have committed a great sin, and have made for themselves a god of gold!
 32 "Yet now, if You will forgive their sin-but if not, I pray, blot me out of Your book which You have written."
 33 And the LORD said to Moses, "Whoever has sinned against Me, I will blot him out of My book.
 34 "Now therefore, go, lead the people to the place of which I have spoken to you. Behold, My Angel shall go before you. Nevertheless, in the day when I visit for punishment, I will visit punishment upon them for their sin."
 35 So the LORD plagued the people because of what they did with the calf which Aaron made.

Do we get what is happening here? Moses is offering his chance at Eternal life, on behalf of this stiff-necked group of people that barely listen to him, rarely listen to God, and would be just as happy to return to slavery in Egypt as they would in moving forward to the promise land. Do you think Moses got lost in the weeds on whether he shook out his tent sufficiently enough to get rid of leavened crumbs, or do you think he might have been focused on deeper matters?

He wasn’t trying to get God on his own side. He was fully committed to get himself on God’s team and was willing to commit it all towards that cause – regardless of what happened to him.

In Numbers chapter 20, Moses gets punished for smashing the rock with his rod in order to bring forth water to the complaining Israelites. As a result of this action, God decides to not let him into the promise land, and it’s easy to think that it’s a heavy-handed punishment for a simple mistake. That God over-reacted when Moses lost his cool. Because, yikes, Moses had to put up with a lot and it would have been easy to get tired of those complaining Israelites. But it was more than a simple disobedience in how to get water from a rock. Moses lost sight of something that he steadfastly upheld in even the bleakest times. In Numbers chapter 20 verse 12 – just one verse, I’ll read it.

Numbers 20:12 Then the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron, "Because you did not believe Me, to hallow Me in the eyes of the children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land which I have given them."

Oh Moses believed God would bring forth water. It wasn’t that kind of unbelief. It was similar to what the Elijah was thinking back on a mountain in the middle of nowhere. “What are I doing here? Why isn’t God responding in the way that I think He should? Why isn’t God on my team doing what I need?” It was partially an unbelief that God knew what He was doing.


Brethren – why do we do the Days of Unleavened Bread?

Is it because we have to perform these physical actions or God will be angry? If we perfectly hunt down all of the leaven in our house and cars, do we get some special favor? Are there any actions that we can perform that cause God to be on our side and do want we want? Obviously not!

Do we seek out physical leaven and remove it as an example and template for seeking out spiritual leaven to remove it? Obviously so!

But I suggest to you today that it’s so much more than that. Sometimes, it takes a song in the night to really hammer home the realization of why we do what we do. Not to curry favor. Not to earn a badge. But to strengthen our character, our very being, into a member that works on God’s team. In 2 Thessalonians chapter 1, the Apostle Paul brings it back into focus. This was a man that had surely been through a lot and had ample opportunity to wonder if God was with him or against him. 

2 Thessalonians 1:3 We are bound to thank God always for you, brethren, as it is fitting, because your faith grows exceedingly, and the love of every one of you all abounds toward each other,
 4 so that we ourselves boast of you among the churches of God for your patience and faith in all your persecutions and tribulations that you endure,
 5 which is manifest evidence of the righteous judgment of God, that you may be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you also suffer;
 6 since it is a righteous thing with God to repay with tribulation those who trouble you,
 7 and to give you who are troubled rest with us when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His mighty angels,
 8 in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Drop down to verse 11, and really focus on these next two scriptures. Truly store these verses in your hearts and mind.

[bookmark: _Hlk68284240]2 Thessalonians 1:11 - Therefore we also pray always for you [for us] that our God would count you worthy of this calling, and fulfill all the good pleasure of His goodness and the work of faith with power,
 12 that the name of our Lord Jesus Christ may be glorified in you, and you in Him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

I observe the Days of Unleavened Bread so that I can focus on improving my own spiritual character. So that I can work ever closer on being worthy of this calling. I still have a ways to go, but as God offers an opportunity to be in His spiritual family for all eternity - I want to be in that family. I want to be on that team.

Tonight, after sunset, I will be free to eat the fluffiest bread, the most leaved cracker, the puffiest pastry that can be found. But what a fool I would be if the spiritual leaven came back as quickly. The physical unleavening ends at sunset, the spiritual unleavening shouldn’t even pause to catch its breath.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I wanted to turn back to Revelation chapter 21. We started this message with an unorthodox Unleavened Bread Holy Day scripture, seems fitting that we end on one as well. As I mentioned, my perspective on the Days of Unleavened Bread was refined a little bit more recently. I started thinking less and less about the physical mechanics of the day and more about how this Holy Day fits into my relationship with God. Was I just going through the physical motions? Was I performing physical tasks because I wanted God to be happy with me? Or maybe because I didn’t want God to be angry with me if I didn’t? Should I be coming at this day differently?

Instead of taking actions because it was commanded, which it is, or because that’s what God wants, which He does. I instead started to think about how I want my relationship with God to grow. How I want my character to change and conform to the example Jesus Christ set. And about how I should be careful about letting a mindset of mentally trying to get God on my own team, and instead double down and investigate how I could more fully commit to His way of life so that I have the opportunity to join His family.

Why? Revelation chapter 21 tells me why. It reminds me why the Days of Unleavened Bread are so important. Why all of the Holy Days, the Sabbaths, the tithing, the unleavened bread, the commandments and all of God’s way of life is important. Why all of these physical things have meaning. Why our spiritual growth is so important. Because God’s family, His team, is only made up of those that have His heart. And His team is everything.

Revelation 21:1 - Now I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away. Also there was no more sea.
 2 Then I, John, saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.
 3 And I heard a loud voice from heaven saying, "Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His people. God Himself will be with them and be their God.
 4 "And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more pain, for the former things have passed away."
 5 Then He who sat on the throne said, "Behold, I make all things new." And He said to me, "Write, for these words are true and faithful."
 6 And He said to me, "It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. I will give of the fountain of the water of life freely to him who thirsts.
 7 "He who overcomes shall inherit all things, and I will be his God and he shall be My son.

Now this is the team I want to be a part of. When my own song in the night comes, this is the good news I’ll sing.

God brought the Israelites out of Egypt so that He could bring them in to the promise land. Likewise, this Holy Day also symbolizes God bringing us out of spiritual slavery, so that He can bring us in to His family. I want to be a part of this team, this spiritual family, for the rest of time – and I hope all of us are there together.

Tonight, as the sun sets, the physical reminders of this Holy Day will conclude. But let’s not be so quick to let these principals leave our hearts and minds. Not because we are trying to get God on our side or get favor from him because we perform some action, but rather to better understand the characteristics of the players God wants on His team.

As I conclude this message today, I’d like to ask the ladies to sing the last verse of the Hymn one more time, and as they do, look through the Holy Day plan and decide for yourself which team you want to join.
