BLUE TASSELS

Text: Numbers 15:37-41
Readings: Deut 21:22-22:12, Matt 23:1-14
Belgic Confession: Art 25
Theme: The people of Israel were to wear tassels to remind them to obey God's commands.
Purpose: To urge you to know and remember God's commands and obey them out of gratitude. 

Introduction before reading the text:
The book of Numbers follows the history of the people of Israel from the time they were camped at Mt Sinai after being rescued out of Egypt until they were about to enter the promised land 40 years later. Chapters 13 and 14 explain how they came to the border of Canaan for the first time. Spies were sent to investigate the land, but ten of the twelve came back with a bad report. The people of Israel were scared and they rebelled against the Lord and refused to go in. The Lord punished them for their disobedience by making them wander in the desert for 40 years until all those over the age 20 had died. 
This chapter follows directly after that event because the Lord wanted to remind them of the importance of obeying his commands. 

Read: Numbers 15:32-41. Text: verses 37-41.

**********************
In the 1970s a group called "Skyhooks" wrote and sang a popular song. Some of you here may remember it. Here are some of the lyrics:

Everybody's wearing blue jeans
Everybody's got their own scene
Everybody's lost in daydreams
Everybody's wearing blue jeans

Everybody's wearing blue jeans
Everybody's got their own schemes
Everybody cheers their own teams
Everybody's wearing blue jeans.

I'm singin' in my own band
I'm tryin' to play the right hand
I'm livin' by my own means
And I'm wearing my blue jeans

It was a song about how everyone conformed to a certain pattern, the same style of dress, the same way of thinking, the same blue jeans. 

We have just read this passage in the Bible that commanded everyone in Israel to wear, not blue jeans, but a blue tassel. They did that, not to all conform to the same dress code, but rather to remind them that they were to conform to God's law. The tassel was a reminder that God wanted them to keep his commands. 

As we examine this law of God we will consider 
1. the command itself; then
2. the purpose of the command; and then 
3. the motive for keeping it. 

First then, let's look at THE COMMAND

God instructed the people of Israel to make tassels on the corners of their garment. The people at that time wore a large square cloth, like a poncho, and it hung down with four corners. A tassel was collection of threads, and the people were to attach these to the four corners of this robe (Deut 22:12). 

The Lord also commanded "a blue cord on each tassel." (vs 38b). The tassel itself was probably a white colour, but each tassel had a blue cord threaded through it. 

Blue was a significant colour in Israel. 
Around the hem of his robe the High Priest wore blue balls made of cloth.
The curtains of the tabernacle were made of blue cloth. 
When the Levites carried the ark of the covenant from place to place they wrapped it in a blue cloth. 
Blue reminded the people of Israel of their God who was holy and who was their king. 

Much later a strict group of Jews known as the Pharisees were very diligent about wearing these tassels. They made theirs really long so others would notice them! They wanted others to see their great concern to keep the law. Our Lord Jesus condemned all this as merely showing off and an outward performance. 

Before we go to look at the purpose of these tassels we need to see that this no longer applies to us. This was a command specifically for the people of Israel at that time. It was a command for the Old Covenant. The people of Israel lived before the coming of the Messiah and so they needed a lot of pictures to help them understand God's commands and his forgiveness and what Jesus would do. God explained all this in words, but also in physical and visible symbols.

All of these commands and pictures were fulfilled in the life and death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus. In the New Covenant we know much more than Israel did about God's plan and work of salvation and so we don't need all those Old Covenant helps. That is explained clearly in many passages in the book of Hebrews (especially chapter 8). The only pictures we still have are in the sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper.
 
The Belgic Confession gives us a good summary of the teaching of the Bible about these ceremonies and symbols and explains that "all the shadows are accomplished" with the coming of Christ. (Art. 25).
Yet, even though we don't need to keep them any longer they still have something to teach us. The Belgic Confession states that "...the truth and substance of them remain with us in Jesus Christ." 

So let's go on, secondly, to look at THE PURPOSE of this command. 

We read about this in verse 39; "You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the commands of the Lord...." Every time they looked at these tassels they were reminded of all the laws God had given them.

They needed a reminder like that because they were sinful. That sin was illustrated in the previous verses where a man was found gathering wood on the Sabbath day. He did what was right in his own eyes and he disobeyed God's clear command about not working on the Sabbath. The Lord said to Moses; "The man must die", so they stoned him to death. 

This passage about tassels follows directly after this to show that prevention is better than cure. It is better to refrain from sin than to be punished for it; and the way to refrain from sin is to remember God's law.

We need this reminder because we too are sinful. By nature we don't want to keep his laws and we are inclined to forget them. 

And we need reminding because we live in a society where most people do not know God and do not know his commands. 
The government makes it its own laws without any regard for the law of God. And individual people decide for themselves what is right and wrong without consulting what God has written in the Bible. 
It's okay, they reason, to cheat on your exam, and on your wife, as long as you can get away with it. 
The Sunday is regarded as just another day for business and shopping and sport and most people do not set it aside for rest and worship. 
So we need reminding about God's commands.

Now we don't need tassels to remind us - they belonged, as we have seen, to the Old Covenant. In the New Covenant God has put his law in our minds and written it in our hearts. He promised this through Jeremiah (31:31-33) and he applies it to us through the Holy Spirit.
But the Holy Spirit uses the Bible to do this; he works through the Word. 
Peter explained this to his readers in his second letter: "Dear friends, this is now my second letter to you. I have written both of them as reminders to stimulate you to wholesome thinking. I want you to recall the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets and the commands given by our Lord and Saviour through your apostles." (2 Pet 3:1f)
 
God wants you to remember his commands. 
This is why we read a passage from the law most Sundays in our morning service - to remind us. 
Some of you have Bible verses hanging on the walls of your homes to help you recall them.
But the best way to remember God's commands is to read the Bible and think about it; memorise passages of the Scriptures and try to recall them in your mind. 
Reading and meditating on the Bible is essential for spiritual health. If you don't eat food for a week you will feel physically weak! If you don't open your Bible for a week you will be spiritually weak! Remember God's commands.

God wants you to remember his commands "that you may obey them". (vs 39b).
He doesn't want you to remember them so you know all the answers in sunday school or catechism. 
He doesn't want you to remember the Bible so you can impress others with your knowledge in the Bible studies. 
No, he wants you to remember them to obey them!

God's law is not just for information but for application.
It is not just for the mind but for life.
It is not just for hearing but for doing.

James makes that very clear in his letter: "Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves, do what it says." (1:22) 
He promises that if you look intently into the law, and remember it, and do it, you will be blessed in what you do. (1:25). 

Are you listening and doing? Are you retaining God's word in your mind and applying it in your life? Are you putting it into practice? Are you are hearer and a doer?

The Lord further explained what obedience meant by putting it negatively (vs 39b); "...and not prostitute yourselves by going after the lusts of your own hearts and eyes."

You can see from this what the Lord thought of sin: it was like prostitution. 
That sin has been legalised in New Zealand but in God's eyes it is a terrible evil. It is taking one of God's most beautiful gifts and perverting it to make money; it abuses and distorts the gift of the sexual relationship. 

The Lord used this physical sin to describe the sin of unbelief. When his people turned away from him to worship idols it was a spiritual adultery. This is exactly what happened later on in Israel's history and the Lord condemned them for it through the prophesies of Hosea. His wife Gomer committed adultery in their marriage, a number of times. That was a picture of what Israel had done to the Lord. 

The Lord warned them, and he warns us, against "going after the lusts of your own hearts and eyes." The word "going after" is the same word used earlier in Numbers (13:17) for the men who spied out the land. 
We do that with sin sometimes: we are on the lookout for it, we spy it out, we look for opportunities to do what we want to do and to satisfy our own desires. Temptation often comes through our eyes, especially for men. 
That has many implications for what we look at on TV, what you see on the internet, what you read in magazines.
There was a Sunday School song that went; "Be careful little eyes what you see, be careful little eyes what you see, for our Father up above, is looking down in love, so be careful little eyes what you see."

The Lord warns us against following the lusts of our hearts and eyes. "The cravings of sinful man, the lusts of his eyes, and the boasting of what he has and does - comes not from the Father but from the world." (1 John 2:15-17). Beware of living by your senses. Don't be led by your sinful desires. 

Rather set your eyes on following God's commands. The book of Proverbs puts that positively: "Let your eyes look straight ahead, fix your gaze directly before you...Do not swerve to the right or the left; keep your foot from evil." (Pr 4:25,27). 
Remember God's commands so that you may obey them, and beware of following your own desires lest you commit spiritual adultery.

Having said all this the Lord repeats this purpose and adds to it by saying, in verse 40; "Then you will remember to obey all my commands and you will be consecrated to your God." 

The word consecrated can also be translated "holy" or "sanctified". Over and over in the Old Testament the Lord called his people to be holy as he was holy. The word holy refers to something that is set apart and pure. By obeying all these special laws the people of Israel were marked as different from the pagan nations around them. They were set apart and distinct. God wanted to use them as a good example of a righteous nation and the great blessings that would come to a people who obeyed God's laws. (Deut 4:6-8) 

The New Testament calls us to be holy. We are described as "saints"; not the saints in stained glass windows in Roman Catholic cathedrals, but rather the people of God who live holy lives in the world. 
Does that describe you? Do your friends at school see you as someone who is different from them because you are a Christian? 
Do your colleagues at work know that you are a Christian? Do they know that because of your words and your behaviour?
Do you stand apart from the dirty jokes and the swearing and the coarse language that goes on in the cafeteria or lunchroom?
Are you keeping your mind and your life pure?
Are you seeking to be holy in the practical details of your life?

This brings us, in the third place, to consider THE MOTIVE for keeping this command. This is expressed in verse 41; "I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt to be your God. I am the Lord your God."

That will sound familiar to you from the ten commandments; that is how the Lord introduced those commands. He reminded them of what he had done for them: he had rescued them out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery (Ex 20:2).
What's more, he was bringing them to their own land, a land of milk and honey. There they would enjoy the covenant relationship that God had promised them. They would be his people and he would be their God.

That is why they had to keep his commands. Because he had saved them. That was the driving motive for obedience - gratitude to God for his saving work; thankfulness for his redemption.

That is still our motive today. The deliverance out of Egypt was a picture of what God would do for us through his Son. Jesus has rescued us from the kingdom of darkness, from slavery to sin, from bondage to Satan. He has redeemed us with his own precious blood. This is why, in this New Covenant situation, God can say to us, to you and me; "I am the Lord your God."

So why should you keep God's commands? Why should you obey his law? Not because you have to; not merely out of duty; not just out of compulsion; but rather out of gratitude. 

We expressed that in song in Psalm 116.

This is also the general heading of the third part of the Heidelberg catechism that explains the ten commandments and the life of prayer. We obey God's commands and we pray because we want to express our thanks to God for what he had done for us! That is the motive! That is the mainspring of Christian obedience!

Today we are not all wearing blue tassels. 
We are not even all wearing blue jeans!
We are not seeking to conform to a certain style of dress. 
But all true believers are seeking to conform to God's commands. We want to avoid sin and obey his laws and to be holy. 
We want to do that because we want to express our thanks and praise to the Lord our God who has "rescued us from the kingdom of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins." (Col 1:13-14).

Amen. 
