
This passage today would get us in trouble in society if we take it word for word and carry out what it calls us to do.  We live in a country where we are tolerant of various worldviews and religious beliefs.  So God's call through Moses to wipe out the other nations various temples, altars, and shrines seem like a great waste and wrong.  Especially if they had great historical significance or monetary value.


To even think that we could enforce this regulation in our world today seems like foolishness.  However, the question to be asked is, “What is God's intention with this command?”  Why does he call for such destruction and removal?  What harm are these shrines and altars doing?


It comes down to our basic human nature.  And our nature is influenced by our environment.  Therefore, when we move into a new house to live for some time, we do not leave it exactly the way it is.  We incorporate the things that we can use and change the rest.  We want  it to be ours, not our previous owners.  In moving into the house, no one questions whether we repaint the walls or move different furniture in, or have different pictures on the wall than our predecessor.  It is expected.  They might question our color choice, but beyond that, completely remodeling a bathroom or kitchen causes no one to blink an eye.


We often do the same thing when something major happens, like a separation.   At that point we often remove everything that reminds us of that person, because those memories cause us pain and remind us of what is no longer around.


So it is with a similar ear that I encourage you to hear God's command at the beginning to the Israelites.  It is not the land they are occupying or sharing, but it is in the land that they are to possess.  The one who is the rightful owner has the right and ability to place whoever he desires at each of the various locations.  The Israelites were not sent on a quest to rid the world of every shrine to another deity.  They were however to have their land free from the influence of other practices.


The world today may ask, but what does it matter?  I like this idea from this practice and like the view of death from here, and the view of forgiveness from here, and the view of morality from this point of view.  Or it may be something simpler like a book or artifact.  Yet, God seems to want any and every sign of another viewpoint besides God removed from the land.  Why such a thorough and deep cleaning?  We heard about Gideon doing so last week and heard that he almost was stoned to death.  He did not have to do any of the fertility practices of Baal or worship within the Asherah poles.  So why did he disturb other peoples?


For this, we need to look no further than “Leave No Trace” practices.  How do shortcuts on trails become formed?  One person takes a short cut and their friend follows.  Another party comes along that is tired of hiking and sees the path laid in and follows it.  Eventually, more people come along and trample all the vegetation until by the end of the summer, a hiker who desires to stay on the intended trail can not tell which one that is.


What is in our environment, no matter how out of the way it is, ends up affecting us.  Those altars to other gods cause our children to ask, “What is that, Why is it there, who put it there, why don't we use it?”  Their curiosity is going to get the better of them.  Those little influences make big differences.


That is why we do not have a flag in the sanctuary.  Yes, we are citizens, we love our country, but we are not here to worship the United States.  What our country does, does not control what our God does.  Our time here together is to worship one thing only, the Triune God.


So as we move into our home, we already have what should be removed, what should we bring in?  What should we be filling our homes with so that our worship of God is the worship of God alone.  Not God and Us, not God and the world, not God and money, but just the Lord your God.  The list seems quite extensive: burnt offerings and sacrifices, tithes and special gifts, what you have vowed to give and your freewill offerings, the firstborn of your herds and flocks. The question quickly becomes, what don't I take?  For my offerings cover my sin and guilt, my loyalty and joy, my work and response to God, and all life.  God seems to want everything offered up to him as part of my worship of him.


Truth be told, he does want everything offered up to him in my worship of him.  The reason being, each thing that is offered up to him goes up as one thing and returns as something different.  Take the sacrificial sin offering.  The offering goes up as a bull, goat, or dove and returns as forgiveness and freedom.  Tithes and special gifts are offered to God as coins and treasure and return from God as blessings and life to others.  Our vows and freewill offerings go up as offerings of ourselves and return  as life in the Triune God.  Nothing comes back the way it is offered to God.  For God does not leave anything unchanged.


Acknowledging that these are the things we are going to put into our house, we now must determine where that house is.  Does where we make these offerings really matter?  Why are we called to a special place all of the sudden when for Generations the Israelites would build an altar where ever they found themselves.  Genesis and Exodus have altar after altar being built in remembrance of God interacting with the people.  So why will God suddenly choose a place for this worship to happen.  Why do we gather here in this building instead of outside or any place in town?


We are in a place where we are reminded that we are not the ones in charge.  It is not any of the individual's in this room's building.  We all have put work into it, but none of us claim it on our property taxes.  This is partly why the government doesn't tax us for this building either.  For the person who is actually in charge is God.  He chose the place, built it up, and ensures that it is sustained.  The true owner of all creation set aside places to remind us that all we have is actually his.  A place that is set aside as Holy, jars our minds out of thinking that where we are is ours outright.


We sometimes call this God's house.  This helps us make that distinction.  But we often forget that we call this God's world or My Father's World.  All that we have is God's.  There is no where to get away from that fact, but we still need a place to remind us of the truth.  That is partly what a centralized place of worship provides.  Our passage includes a few others.  It gives us a place to make offerings, where we can declare to the wider world where our allegiance lies.  It gives us a place to gather with each other and rejoice together in the wonders of who God is.  It gives us a place to dwell in God's character or as verse 11 says it, “a dwelling for his Name.”  When we come here, we should experience all that God is.  Love, grace, mercy, forgiveness, eternalness, spirit, justice, peace, righteousness and more should abound here.  While here, we should eat and rejoice in what God is doing and has done because we are aware that in the course of dwelling here in this Holy place, doing things that only remind us of God, and nothing else, we will have realized that the Lord your God has blessed you.


This is what was intended by the centralization of worshipping God.  Unfortunately, it was done by broken people who did not fully follow all of God's instructions to the full extent.  So there are things listed here that did not always happen, nor do they always happen today.  Notice however, that the responsibility at this point is not on the teachers of the law or the priests, but it is addressed to the people.  The only time the priests are mentioned is not to forget to invite them into your worship of God.  But it is the people, the people of Israel who are commanded to do such things.  


With this in mind, as you reflect on worship in the coming days and weeks and what should happen within it, ask yourself, “How might I make an offering to ensure that God is worshipped as he calls for?”  What type of offerings do I need to be bringing?  Do I need to offer up a part of my life that is filled with guilt that does not let the body rejoice?  Am I being led to share things of joy to ensure that God is acknowledged fully in my life?  Am I being called as a prophet to the people to make them aware of how they are depending on other idols and deities to live.


We are a body who gathers to worship together in this place.  Let us follow the Lord our God's command and do it together.

