The Lesson of Forty

Acts 7:22-23, 29-30, 35-36 And Moses was instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and he was mighty in his words and deeds. 23 "When he was forty years old, it came into his heart to visit his brothers, the children of Israel. . . . 29 At this retort Moses fled and became an exile in the land of Midian, where he became the father of two sons. 30 "Now when forty years had passed, an angel appeared to him in the wilderness of Mount Sinai, in a flame of fire in a bush. . . . 35 "This Moses, whom they rejected, saying, 'Who made you a ruler and a judge?' — this man God sent as both ruler and redeemer by the hand of the angel who appeared to him in the bush. 36 This man led them out, performing wonders and signs in Egypt and at the Red Sea and in the wilderness for forty years. ESV

Luke 4:1-2 And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness 2 for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And he ate nothing during those days. And when they were ended, he was hungry. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

Even the most casual reader of the Bible – if they are paying the least amount of attention – will begin to pick up on themes of numbers throughout the scriptures.  I read in the news the other day where places that host weddings and receptions and caterers and such have had an over rush of people planning weddings on July 7 of this year.  That date, for those of you who missed it, would be 7-7-2007 and apparently people by the droves view this date as “lucky” with all of the sevens in it and so they want to be married on that day in the hopes that their marriage will be “lucky.”  Seven is not a “lucky” number and there is no such thing as luck, but their superstition stems from the fact that throughout the Bible, seven is a prominent number.  It does represent something thematically and not “God’s lucky number” as some have said, but rather it is the number of God’s perfect completion.  In seven days, God created the heavens and the earth.  The week is thus seven days.  And I could go on and on, to the tune of thousands of times that seven is mentioned in some way or form in the Bible.  If those people getting married would take as much faith in putting God into their lives as they are trying to put sevens in there, they would have a very fortunate marriage indeed!    

Last year, we saw the foreboding date June 6, or that year, 6-6-2006.  I think that they released a horror movie on that date on purpose and supposedly some devil worshippers did some special séances and such.  That’s all silly.  In the scripture, six is the number of man, not of the devil, but all people know is that when the Antichrist comes, he will institute a numbering system of man that will in some way involved 666, and from this that number has become associated with Satan in the popular mind’s eye.  It shows their ignorance of what all of this stuff represents, but all of this does prove my point:  there definitely seems to be a rhyme or reason behind the numbers mentioned in scripture.  There is even a branch of Biblical Study in this area called “numerics.”  The study of numbers in scripture.  

The point is that God does nothing by accident and so if He goes as far as stamping certain stories and events in the Bible with a common number then it is an obvious attempt for us to recognize a theme throughout and to learn a lesson from it.  I, tonight,  bring to your attention another number – maybe not as popular in the public’s mind as seven or 666, but one just as prominent throughout the scriptures:  the number forty.  I want to “treach” to you about the lesson of forty – the lessons that are brought out of the Word of God by the Almighty having stamped the same remarkable number upon them.  There are a bunch of “forties” in the Bible and we will not get to them all, but let me point out a few of them for you in this lesson tonight and may we apply the lesson of forty to our lives.  I think that you will find them pertinent to your life.   

_______________________________________________________________________        

In our text in the fourth chapter of Luke, we find the beginning of Jesus’ earthly ministry.  He was announced to the crowds by John the Baptist, baptized by John, and then we find that Jesus made His way into the wilderness for a time of fasting.  There He would spend forty days without food, being as the Bible says, “tempted by the devil.”  All three gospels which record this point out that Jesus was tempted by the devil, and they all three make sure that we know that He was driven to be tempted for “forty days.”  But there is another point that all three point out and that is, “the Spirit led Him to the wilderness.”  The Gospel of Mark uses an even stronger phrase:

Mark 1:12 The Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. ESV  

The point was that the Spirit forcefully directed Jesus into the wilderness for a period of forty days and such teaches us a valuable lesson.  Learn the lesson of forty here:

God appoints seasons of wilderness experiences in your life.

Luke says, “Jesus was full of the Holy Spirit.”  He had just been baptized.  He was beginning a great ministry in which He would do the will of God.  The Bible says elsewhere that “He was tempted in all manners like as we are.”  This tells me that you can be doing the Spirit’s will and full of the Holy Ghost, baptized in water, and seeking to please God and yet have a wilderness experience.  You will go through dry places in your walk with God.  It will happen because if you are truly following the leading of the Spirit, then the Spirit will eventually lead you there.  God has appointed a wilderness stay somewhere in your life.  

Has anyone ever been in a spiritual wilderness appointed by God?  Maybe you have and you didn’t realize it!  Have you ever been doing to the best of your ability everything to serve God and yet went through a dry place where your spiritual thirstiness seemed to outweigh the rain of the Spirit in your life?  Have you ever felt like your prayer and your praises were hitting the ceiling of the church and bouncing back and shattering?  Have you ever been doing right only instead of a harvest, you looked around and it seemed that wilderness and desert was all around?  I’ve been there.  The scriptures say that Jesus was out there with the wild animals.  Have you ever felt like that:  unprotected and just fighting to stay alive and survive what life throws at you?  The Bible says that when Jesus followed the leading of the Spirit into the wilderness, the devil showed up and tempted Him.  Anybody ever been doing the best to serve God and it seemed like the devil showed up in mass!?  And the hunger in the wilderness!  After forty days of no food, the scriptures says that Jesus was very hungry.  That’s got to be the understatement of the Gospels.  After two meals missed, I am very hungry, after forty days?

And so we must realize the elements of the wilderness:  dryness, lack of nourishment, vicious attacks, temptations, the devil, faintness, weariness, and don’t forget the fact that Jesus was very much alone out there.  Anybody ever gone through a wilderness experience where you felt like you were all by yourself?  That nobody was around to take your side and nobody was there who understood?  And it felt like you were facing the roughest and driest and most severe moment of your life.  Congratulations, you have faced a wilderness experience and it is very probable that God led you there.  

But I’ve got good news for you and learn the other lesson of this forty:

Your wilderness experience will not last forever, but will come to a conclusion when God says!  

The storms blew on the disciples, until the Master stepped to the bow of the boat and said, “enough.”  And then it was over.  When the Spirit led you into the wilderness, know that there was a forty appointed to it.  There was a time element assigned by heaven and when you have fulfilled the season appointed by God, it will end!  Hell cannot prolong it!  The animals and loneliness cannot make it last longer.  Mark well the lesson of forty:  wilderness seasons last only as long as God appoints.  He is in more of control of our lives than we tend to realize!  

And so there is hope from this forty:  hold on long enough and you will find yourself in the miraculous will of God.  The goal is just to survive in your wilderness.  Don’t believe the lie that God is not hearing your prayers, it’s just a wilderness situation!  Don’t give into to the temptations and shortcuts offered by Satan, it’s just a temporary thing!  Don’t grow despondent from the repeated attacks of the wild animals, just fend them off and survive because God is about to do something great in your life!  Don’t grow so faint and weary that you quit, because it will only last for a time.  The same Spirit that led you into that wilderness, appointed a forty to your situation and when that timeline is up, you will be out!  You must hold on and endure because it will quickly change!  That is a lesson of forty!  

Jesus was not the only person in the Bible led by God to fast for forty days in the middle of nowhere.  Elijah fasted for forty days in the wilderness.  But the scripture says that before this happened, an angel came down and prepared a meal for him and the scriptures say:

1 Kings 19:7-8 And the angel of the LORD came again a second time and touched him and said, "Arise and eat, for the journey is too great for you." 8 And he arose and ate and drank, and went in the strength of that food forty days and forty nights to Horeb, the mount of God. ESV   

There is a tremendous lesson to remember when you are going through your wilderness experience, and that is another lesson of forty:

God will take care of you through the wilderness time.


The angel came and gave Elijah food to sustain him for the forty days.  The Gospels say that angels ministered unto Jesus during that time.  The Word of God kept Jesus from the temptations that came.  He was protected from the wild animals.  This is the beauty of making up in your mind to do God’s will – it’s not that living for God guarantees that you will not have wilderness experiences – but if you are in such a place from doing the will of God, then know that God has a responsibility to take care of you!  Think back with me to another forty, forty years spent in the wilderness by Israel.  Why did they leave Egypt?  Because of God’s bidding.  And for forty years, manna fell every morning and for forty years, water was provided for them to drink.  God has no problem taking care of two million people plus in the wilderness, nevertheless you and your situation!  The lesson of forty here is that God will not put more on you than you can bear.  If His Spirit drives you to the wilderness, then His ministering angels will be there to strengthen you and help you through it!  God will take care of you through the wilderness time!  

There was another man who spent forty days of fasting, the man called Moses.  The Spirit directed him to this time spent on a mountain in the wilderness.  The point was to receive the laws and commandments of God.  But when he came down the mountain, Moses let his anger get a hold of him and he broke the commandments of God – literally.  What happens next is enlightening:  God made him do the whole forty day fast in the wilderness again!  Here, then, is another lesson of forty:

There is always a point to the wilderness test, but if you fail the test, you have to go through it again.

The point for Jesus was to make sure that the Word of God within Him was sufficient to resist the temptation.  If He could obey the Word of God in the wilderness, then God could trust Him with a miraculous ministry.  The point for Moses was to learn the commandments of God.  When he broke them, he had to go through the whole thing again.  God does not drive people into wilderness situations without a reason.  Nothing happens in your life by accident – do you hear this preacher?  Granted, sometimes the foolishness and sinfulness of others brings us into wilderness situations but if you are living for God, then you have a promise that He will work all things together for your good.  And so we must learn to approach every negative situation as a test with a point.  If I grasp and learn the point and pass the test, then I will never have to do this again.  Jesus never went again on a forty day fast.  But if I fail it and respond by giving in or breaking the Word of God, then God doesn’t give up, but I do have to go through it again like Moses.  The point is learn to trust God in all situations and do right regardless so you don’t have to face the trial again!  Pass the test and put it behind you!  Fail the test and here comes another time of forty!  That is the lesson of forty!  

Some of you here need to reassess your situations and respond not with pity party of “why me and oh no and woe is me” but with a fresh look of, “what is God trying to do here?”  If He is trying to change you, then let Him change you – pass the test!  If He is trying to teach you to pray and trust Him then learn the lesson!  If He is showing you that He is powerful to keep you no matter what may come, then by all means learn that lesson!  It could be that He is preparing you for a great anointing and miraculous and your actions in the wilderness are showing Him whether or not you can handle all of the great blessings that He has for you:  by all means pass the test so that you can move out from the wilderness and into the miracles!

And I would be remiss if I did not point out one other lesson forty from the wilderness.  The children of Israel wandered forty years in the desert and a whole generation died there because of their refusal to pass the test and get the point.  The spies went in and spied out the Promised Land for how long – anybody know?  Forty days – Ahhh!  It was a testing time to see how they would respond to the giants and walled cities that they saw there.  And when the majority of them responded with doubt and failed the ultimate test, God let the whole generation wander into the wilderness for forty years – one year per one day spent in the Promised Lang – as punishment and did not let that generation enter into His promises.  The sobering lesson of the forties here is:

If you refuse to learn the lessons of the wilderness, you may never get out.  

This was not the first test of the wilderness that Israel had failed.  They repeatedly missed the point of the trials of the wilderness.  Rather than realizing that the God who had just miraculously toasted the Egyptians could easily provide water and just asking in faith, they grumbled and complained and failed the test.  They turned on Moses.  They complained about God.  They wished for the “good old days of slavery in Egypt!”  And when they refused to pass the tests, God just let them die there in the wilderness!  

God gives us multiple chances and He is the God of the second and third and often twentieth chance.  But somewhere something has to kick in and that instead of freaking out about this wilderness crisis, that you realize that God is able to keep you and sustain you.  The lesson to be learned in the wilderness is that of faith in God!  Griping, grumbling, whining, complaining, rebellion, wishing for sinful things are all the opposite of faith.  And some people never learn the lesson of the wilderness and so they end their life having lived all of it in the wilderness.  Learn the lesson of forty and pass the test so that you can move on from the wilderness!  It’s not God’s will for you to die there!  But you determine whether or not you move on!  That’s a lesson of forty!  And there is yet another lesson forty to learn here before we move on:

If you fail the lesson of the wilderness, God will wait and take the next generation instead.

There are some people who use their age as an excuse as to why they cannot do God’s will despite the wilderness.  “Well, I’ve always been like this.”  “Or I’ve been doing it my way for a long, long time.”  And so they keep grumbling and disobeying and doing things their way rather than learning to obey God’s Word.  Understand that you are only hurting yourself.  Because the lesson of forty here is that God will let such people die in the wilderness and then take their children into the Promised Place.  If the older generation here in Castroville refuses to grasp Apostolic truth and live God’s Word and respond in faith, then God will let you die off and raise up the next generation of young people to do it!  But God will have a church!  But somebody make up in your mind that, “I’m going to enter in with my children!”  “I will be the one in my generation that obeys God’s Word!”  Don’t die in the wilderness of having missed out on everything that God has for you!  Learn the lesson of the forty!   

_______________________________________________________________________     

Those are lessons of forty from the wilderness.  Let’s turn the corner and look at lessons of forty that have to do with another area of your life.  Let’s move on from the wilderness into the will of God for your life.

We read in our other text, portions of Stephen’s great final sermon.  In it, he recounted the history of Israel and proved that he knew the Old Testament inside and out.  What we pulled from it was Stephen’s account of an interesting historical fact and that is Moses’ life was measured out in seasons of forty.  He was 120 years old when he died.  And, remarkably, his life consisted of three perfect forty year seasons.  He spent forty years in Egypt being trained under Pharaoh.  At exactly forty years he was forced to flee for his life into the wilderness to shepherd sheep.  He did this for exactly forty years and then God appeared to Him in the burning bush.  He led Israel for exactly forty years and then he died.  Forty – Forty – Forty.  Jose Canseco was the first “forty-forty” man in baseball with forty home runs and forty steals in the same year.  But Moses was a forty-forty-forty man a long time before baseball was ever invented!  This is more than coincidence, it is the hand of God.  Here is the lesson to be learned:

God sets seasons of your life.

Mark well the three seasons of Moses’ life:  first one of preparation, then one of obscure faithful service, and then one of prominent ministry and miracles.  One led to the other.  Without the Egyptian schooling, he would not have had access to Pharaoh’s throne.  Without the faithful service in the wilderness, he would have never heard God’s call and learned to shepherd sheep through the desert.  

Much of our frustrations come from the lack of recognition that God works through seasons in our lives.  We get pulled out of the waters of baptism and we want to see the miracles and the ministry that God has for us, now!  But it doesn’t work like that.  Moses gets pulled out of water and there is forty years of learning and then forty years where he toils in obscurity just having to be faithful to what he has found to do at the moment.  And then comes the season of miracles!  

I’m not saying that you have got to be eighty years old before God uses you, but rather the secret to be content in God is recognizing the season that you are in.  It is natural to want the great things before we are ready, but there is a learning experience and a time in the wilderness where God sees if you will be faithful or not before He can entrust you with the greatest things.  Instead of getting frustrated at God acknowledge that there is a God and you are not it and instead apply yourself wholeheartedly to the job at hand.  If you are in an education time, then apply yourself to learning all of the Word of God that you can.  If you are in a time of testing, then apply yourself to being faithful whether anybody notices you or not!  And then when the time comes for God to use you in the spotlight, give God the glory and watch the miracles come!

Think of David.  He gets anointed by Samuel to be the next king of Israel and then guess what happens?  He gets sent out back to the sheep!  What if he had tried to put himself as king right then?  He would have failed miserably!  God had a bear and a lion in the wilderness that he had to learn to fight.  And that confidence would cause him to be willing to kill a giant.  And that fame would thrust him in the limelight of Israel and eventually lead him to getting a spear thrown at him by King Saul.  And that would lead him into the wilderness where he takes the losers and outcasts of society and turns them into the mighty men who would loyally fight for him one day when he were king.  And by learning to train those men, not only did David learn the lessons that he needed to survive as king, but he developed the men who would help him stay there.  David was successful because David applied his whole heart to the season of life that he found himself in and did not try to rush God.  God has seasons to your life.  Whatsoever your hands find to do, do it with all of your might!  If that means doing things in the background then do it with all of your might.  But wherever you are, don’t rush things!  Such is a lesson of forty.  

Let’s move on and since we are talking about David, let me point out that there is a remarkable reoccurrence of the number in the stories of the three kings of Israel when it was united.  There were only three kings before the northern ten tribes rebelled and split in civil war:  Saul, David, and Solomon.  Saul reigned exactly forty years and then David was placed upon the throne.  The Bible then says:

2 Sam 5:4 David was thirty years old when he began to reign, and he reigned forty years. ESV

And then his son, Solomon, came and the Bible says:  

1 Kings 11:42 And the time that Solomon reigned in Jerusalem over all Israel was forty years. ESV 

Are we starting to see a pattern here?  Three kings and forty years of reigning each!  This again is more than a mere coincidence, but is the hand of God.  There are a couple lessons of forty here.  First, 

Your rushing of the seasons of God will mess up God’s perfect will in your own life.

There were times when Saul was trying to kill David in jealousy and David had ample opportunity to kill Saul and take the throne by force.  He even had one of his strong men offer to do it for him.  But David refused saying, “I will not touch God’s anointed, God in His timing will exalt me.”  Looking back, we see the importance of David’s decision there.  What if David would have forced matters and cut Saul short before his God-appointed time of forty years?  What if, say, David would have cut Saul’s reign off at thirty?  It is very likely that the pattern of forty years would not have been fulfilled in David’s life either.  He would have cut short the plan of God in his own life – he who lives by the sword will die by the sword.  And it is very unlikely that Solomon, his son, would have reaped the full will of God also.  But because David was content not to cut off the anointed man in his life and let God decide when his time began, David realized the perfect will of God in his life and the principle of forty unfolded just as God willed it.  

Another lesson of forty here is that:

Rebellion, sin, and disunity always brings a halt to the perfect will of God in your life.

Saul, David, and Solomon all reign exactly forty years apiece, a remarkable testament to God’s will for Israel’s kings.  But Solomon’s son Rheaboam does unwisely and the kingdom splits.  Both kingdoms fall into sin and rebellion and disunity and with that, the pattern of forty stops.  Look at a timeline of the kings of Israel and Judah and you will be struck by how there is no rhyme or reason to their length of reigns.  One would last twenty plus years and another would only survive a few days!  And the upheaval was constant and the unhappiness of the kingdom apparent.  When you bring sin, rebellion, idolatry, and disunity into your life you cease the perfect will of God from being done in your life.  Some people suffer simply because they rebelled against God’s Word and so God cannot bring a forty period of peace and prosperity in their life.  To keep the will of God moving forward in your life, you must keep sin and rebellion out and not fight with your brothers and sisters in the Lord.  Unity brings anointing and blessing and the perfect will of God. Disunity and back bighting brings the opposite!  Somebody take the lesson of forty to heart!  

In the time of the Judges, we find a curious set of scriptures:

Judg 3:11 So the land had rest forty years. Then Othniel the son of Kenaz died. ESV

And after Deborah led Israel into victory and revival:

Judg 5:31 "So may all your enemies perish, O LORD! But your friends be like the sun as he rises in his might." And the land had rest for forty years. ESV

And then again after Midian was defeated by Gideon:

Judg 8:28 So Midian was subdued before the people of Israel, and they raised their heads no more. And the land had rest forty years in the days of Gideon. ESV

The cycle of the Judges was this:  Israel would sin and find themselves in oppression and judgment and out of the will of God and under their enemies as a result.  And then a “judge,” a leader of faith would lead them back to repentance and a revival would take place and the people would come back to God’s ways and God would deliver them and then they would be given rest and peace and deliverance for forty years.  And then the judge would die and the people would again fall into sin and the cycle would repeat all over again.  The lesson of forty, then, is:

One person’s stand for truth has a lasting effect for about a generation if no one else picks it up.

After forty years, because nobody else stood up for truth and in leading a revival and in doing right, when the judge would die, Israel would fall back into sin.  Forty years is the number of a generation and so we find that the effectiveness of one person’s stand for truth by itselfs is about that long and no more.  If truth is to continue then somebody from the next generation has to pick it up!  

How important this lesson of forty is!  We have young people and even children here whose parents are also here.  In many cases, your mother or father has made a great stand for truth, but their effect will only last for their generation.  If truth is to march on and God’s will is to be truly done, then someone of the next generation needs to stand up and live it and be sold out to it!  It is not the will of God for this church to last just for the generation that is currently here and for the torch not to be passed on.  But for it to keep burning bright, the next generation must stand up and do what is right.  Learn the lesson of forty and make up in your mind that, “I’m not going to try to live for God on my parent’s coattail.  But rather, I’m going to love truth for myself!  The cycle won’t stop with me!  God’s blessing will not cease at my shift!  I’m going to learn to pray and to worship and to make it living for God all my own!”  Learn the lesson of forty here!  

______________________________________________________________________

Ahh, the lesson of forty!  How pertinent it is to our lives after all!  And I have had to skip much in this lesson and leave much out.  It turns out that the lesson of forty is much bigger than just an hour-long teaching session.  But let me close with one, final lesson of forty.  

When God finally got Jonah turned in the right direction and out of the fish’s innards, Jonah went and preached at Nineveh, and we find this:

Jonah 3:4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day's journey. And he called out, "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!" ESV 

The message was, “forty days and Nineveh shall be overthrown.”  God was going to judge them for their sin and they were going to reap what they had sown, but in God’s mercy, they were given a time and a space to repent and get things right with God.  The lesson of forty here is:

God’s mercy gives us a time before judgment comes, but we must not think that this means that judgment will not come.

When you do something against the Word of God, you don’t always see immediate ramifications for it.  This is because in His mercy, God gives us a period of grace where we are given time to repent and get things right with God before we reap fully what we have sown.  The right response to this time period is that of Nineveh:

Jonah 3:5 And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them. ESV

They responded and got things right with God and did not abuse His mercy or use it to justify their sin or to convince themselves that God really wasn’t going to bring judgment.  Such is the correct response.  

On the opposite end of the spectrum is Jerusalem of Jesus’ day.  The Jews there rejected Jesus and crucified Him.  But God did not destroy the city for their rejection of their heavenly king right away.  In fact, the disciples began to preach and the Holy Ghost was poured out in Jerusalem and the people were given yet another chance to receive Jesus as their Lord.  But when they largely refused and even began to persecute the Christians, finally God had enough and the Roman General Titus marched down and destroyed Jerusalem for trying to overthrow the Roman rule their way instead of waiting on God.  Why do I bring this up?  Because of the remarkable timing of this.  Jesus was crucified in A.D. 30.  Jerusalem was not destroyed until precisely A.D. 70, exactly forty years after their first rejection of Jesus.  God in His mercy gave them a time of forty and when they abused His grace and refused to repent, destruction came.  

You:  learn the lesson of forty!  Just because you don’t reap instantly judgment when you sin, doesn’t mean that you are alright, it just means that God is merciful.  Respond by getting things right and heed the warnings of the man of God.  Don’t continue to live in your sin, because the lesson of forty teaches us that judgment will indeed come!  

And so the lesson of forty is varied and deep.  We should hold on and trust God through the wilderness seasons of our life.  We must take care to learn the lessons so that we can move on from that place.  We must learn to recognize the seasons of our God-appointed life and not grow weary in well doing but do whatever we have to do with all of our might.  We must not allow sin to come in and disrupt the perfect timing of God’s will in our life, and we must realize that every generation must conform to the will of God for themselves.  And finally, we must not abuse God’s grace and mercy in thinking that sin is not serious, but should instead be quick to repent and get things right with God.  Because judgment will come if we play with God’s mercy.  Such are the lessons of forty – may we apply them to our life!      

