THE GOD WHO ISN’T

08 March 2007

Deuteronomy 1-10

My contribution to our study of Deuteronomy: The God who Isn’t  from chpts 4,7 ,9, 10.
The structure is simple: a key thought/verse from each chpt; hoping to learn more about the character of God.

As far as I am concerned, the greatest issue facing the Christian church as we near the 21st Century is the character of God.  Unless we understand what God is like, nothing else in the Bible will make sense.  
RC Sproul

An eminent US theologian; so we would expect people like him to make statements like this!  However, if nothing else, it reminds us that to know what God is like is key to understanding what He’s talking about.  If you find the Bible a confusing book, it may well have something to do with the fact that you find the God of the Bible a confusing God.  

This was, and is (at least according to Sproul), an important issue for God’s people right down through their history.  At one point – much later on than Deuteronomy - God brings a charge against His people.  There is no faithfulness, no love, no acknowledgement of God in the land …. My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.  



Hosea 4:1,6

Many Christians want a shortcut to faithfulness, love & knowledge, praise & worship, fellowship & service of God without having to do the hard work of thinking about God.  I’m afraid it’s rather hard work this evening; we’re looking at the God who isn’t!  Great idea; we can often learn as a much looking at who a person isn’t as we can from looking at who he is.  But it can be hard work … let’s PRAY.

The God who Isn’t …

· Like the Other Gods (4:39)

· Hesitant About Destroying Evil (7:10)

· Giving What we Deserve (9:6)

· Discriminating Between People (10:17)

God Isn’t Like Other Gods: Deuteronomy 4

Acknowledge and take to heart this day that the LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other. 39
2 main aspects to this in the chapter:

· A God who gives His people commands to obey, a covenant to agree, decrees & laws to follow.  As they enter the Promised Land, He shows them how to live. 1-14
Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, "Surely this great nation is a wise & understanding people."  What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees & laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today? 6-8 

… do not let them slip from your heart…  9

· A God who forbids idolatry 15-31
… watch yourselves very carefully, so that you do not become corrupt & make for yourselves an idol, an image of any shape,... But as for you, the LORD took you & brought you out of the iron-smelting furnace, out of Egypt, to be the people of his inheritance, as you now are. 

God is unique & he has chosen you to be His people in a unique way.  Ensure you don’t let any of what he is telling you slip out of your heart, especially don’t allow yourself to put up idols in my place in your life.  Ever since the serpent first approached Adam & Eve in the Garden of Eden sowing doubts about God’s character & God’s words, this has been a key battleground of faith. 

SERPENT: Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden?  Genesis 3:1
EVE:  We may eat from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘you must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, & you must not touch it, or you will die.  3:3

[You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good & evil, for when you eat it you will surely die. 2:18]
SERPENT: You will surely not die … For when god knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be like god, knowing good & evil.  3:4
Eve had let something of God’s word to her slip.  Under the pressure of the Serpent’s interrogation, Eve introduced subtle addition that let in a hearing for the Serpent’s full attack on the character of God.  The Serpent knew that God’s character supports his word, they go together

You may recognise this in Deut’s account of God’s people in the wilderness.   You may recognise it in your own heart.  Something of God’s word slips out of your heart & there’s an opening for the Evil One to undermine God’s word & character: did He really say that?  Is He really like that?

I like what the Bible says about Samuel as a boy, The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up, and he let none of his words fall to the ground.  1 Samuel 3:19  Pray for one another, to have the spirit of Samuel.

I would encourage you to make sure that nothing God has been speaking to you about from Deuteronomy is allowed to fall to the ground.  Before you leave this study, ask your selves, what have I learnt about God that I mustn’t let slip out of my heart?  God isn’t like any other god; His Word is to have a unique place in our hearts.  

You have exalted above all things your name and your word. 

 Psalm 138:2
God Isn’t Hesitant About Destroying Evil; Deuteronomy 7

But those who hate him he will repay to their face by destruction; he will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate him. 10

God in their faces; not surprising that some people are rather stressed.  The wicked like to look confident, cool & assured but the truth is that God is in their faces.  

God’s people are told to drive out the nations: the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites, seven nations larger and stronger than they were.  Moses tells them, that when the LORD your God has delivered them over to us & we have defeated them, then we must destroy them totally – don’t make a treaty with them, show them mercy, intermarry with them. Why? they will turn your sons away from following me to serve other gods, and the LORD's anger will burn against you & will quickly destroy you. Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones, cut down their Asherah poles and burn their idols in the fire. 6 For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession.  
It may seem that God’s slow to act.  Has He not noticed or overlooked or been able to do anything about evil?  This chapter tells us that God isn’t hesitant about destroying evil in the midst of his own people.  

You saw with your own eyes what the LORD did at Baal Peor. The LORD your God destroyed from among you everyone who followed the Baal of Peor,  but all of you who held fast to the LORD your God are still alive today. 4;3,4 

1st hand experience of God acting against evil.

Why is God so ready to purge evil out of his people?  He loves them.  He is holy & wants his people to be holy so that he can love them.  This wasn’t because they were particularly loveable: The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the LORD loved you & kept the oath he swore 7,8             In the 10 Comds, [Chpt 5] God warned about the consequences of idol worship: I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sins of the fathers to the 3rd & 4th generations of those who hate me but showing love to 1000s who love me & keep my comds.   Punishment to 3 or 4 , love to 1000s.
Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands. But those who hate him he will repay to their face by destruction;  he will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate him. 9,10
So, God tells the people he loves to … take care to follow the commands, decrees & laws I give you today. To those of you that have been reading & studying these chapters, you will be aware of Moses repeated pleadings in this regard.  Why is Moses (God) so keen for this?  It opens the door to his great blessings.

If you pay attention to these laws and are careful to follow them, then the LORD your God will keep his covenant of love with you, as he swore to your forefathers. He will love you and bless you and increase your numbers. He will bless the fruit of your womb, the crops of your land—your grain, new wine and oil—the calves of your herds and the lambs of your flocks in the land that he swore to your forefathers to give you.  You will be blessed more than any other people; none of your men or women will be childless, nor any of your livestock without young.  The LORD will keep you free from every disease. He will not inflict on you the horrible diseases you knew in Egypt, but he will inflict them on all who hate you. 12-15

You cannot even begin to imagine the good things God wants to give you.  Rusty & Lana Stephen’s story: our lives just got better & better.  Can any of us who have paid careful attention to God’s laws, not allowing any of them to slip from our hearts, say any different? 

James  If you need wisdom, ask our generous God, and he will give it to you. He will not rebuke you for asking. James 1:5 NLT  Cf.. Joe Whatever is good and perfect comes down to us from God our Father, who created all the lights in the heavens. He never changes or casts a shifting shadow. 1:17 

God has made a covenant of love with his people.

However, you must destroy all the peoples the LORD your God gives over to you. Do not look on them with pity and do not serve their gods, for that will be a snare to you. 16 The blessing comes with the responsibility - deal with the evil in your midst.   

17ff You may say to yourselves, "These nations are stronger than we are. How can we drive them out?" But do not be afraid of them; remember well what the LORD your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt. … Do not be terrified by them, for the LORD your God, who is among you, is a great and awesome God. The LORD your God will drive out those nations before you, little by little. You will not be allowed to eliminate them all at once, or the wild animals will multiply around you. But the LORD your God will deliver them over to you, throwing them into great confusion until they are destroyed. He will give their kings into your hand, and you will wipe out their names from under heaven. No one will be able to stand up against you; you will destroy them. The images of their gods you are to burn in the fire. Do not covet the silver and gold on them, and do not take it for yourselves, or you will be ensnared by it, for it is detestable to the LORD your God Do not bring a detestable thing into your house or you, like it, will be set apart for destruction. Utterly abhor and detest it, for it is set apart for destruction.  

Joshua 7 Achan  

John 12: 6 Judas was a thief; as the keeper of the money bag, he used to help himself to what was put into it. 

Acts 5 Ananias & Sapphira   

2Tim 4:10 Demas deserted Paul because he loved this world 

They didn’t remember well & the evil had to be rooted out.  It seems to be a pattern that whenever there is a fresh work of God amongst his people, there will be a few who will choose the riches that the world offers.  This is a sobering truth: what are we going to do with the detestable thing?

God Isn’t Giving us What we Deserve: Deuteronomy 9

Understand, then, that it is not because of your righteousness that the LORD your God is giving you this good land to possess, for you are a stiff-necked people. 6
You are going to enter the Promised Land, you will be driving out greater & stronger nations with large cities with walls up to the sky.  You will face up to giants, the Anakites, & God will  destroy them, subdue them before you. And you will drive them out and annihilate them quickly, as the LORD has promised you. 

But you must not say: "The LORD has brought me here to take possession of this land because of my righteousness." No, it is … not because of your righteousness or your integrity that you are going in to take possession of their land; but on account of the wickedness of these nations, the LORD your God will drive them out before you, to accomplish what he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 6 Understand, then, that it is not because of your righteousness that the LORD your God is giving you this good land to possess, for you are a stiff-necked people. 

Remember the Golden Calf; recall the history of how, left to yourselves, we were unfaithful in the past.    Remember this and never forget how you provoked the LORD your God to anger in the desert. …  At Horeb you aroused the LORD's wrath so that he was angry enough to destroy you. When I went up on the mountain to receive the tablets of stone… I stayed on the mountain forty days and forty nights; … , the LORD gave me the two stone tablets, the tablets of the covenant. Then the LORD told me, "Go down from here at once, because your people whom you brought out of Egypt have become corrupt. They have turned away quickly from what I commanded them and have made a cast idol for themselves." 

And the LORD said to me, "I have seen this people, and they are a stiff-necked people indeed! Let me alone, so that I may destroy them and blot out their name from under heaven. And I will make you into a nation stronger and more numerous than they." 

And when the LORD sent you out from Kadesh Barnea, he said, "Go up and take possession of the land I have given you." But you rebelled against the command of the LORD your God. You did not trust him or obey him. 24 You have been rebellious against the LORD ever since I have known you. 

 25 I lay prostrate before the LORD those forty days and forty nights because the LORD had said he would destroy you. 26 I prayed to the LORD and said, "O Sovereign LORD, do not destroy your people, your own inheritance that you redeemed by your great power and brought out of Egypt with a mighty hand. 27 Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Overlook the stubbornness of this people, their wickedness and their sin. 28 Otherwise, the country from which you brought us will say, 'Because the LORD was not able to take them into the land he had promised them, and because he hated them, he brought them out to put them to death in the desert.' 29 But they are your people, your inheritance that you brought out by your great power and your outstretched arm."

Moses musters every argument he can manage, as he acts as an advocate for God’s people.  However, one argument he cannot make is, they don’t deserve this!  Thank God He didn’t treat them as they deserved.  They had a God who loves them, was unbelievably generous to them, blessed them in every direction out of sight, protected them & destroyed their enemies.  They responded by grabbing all we could, consuming it as they wanted & complained that they hadn’t been given more. When he’s finally ready to judge them, he permits Moses to plead their case & in an act of incredulous mercy, forgives tham.

Thank God He doesn’t treat us as we deserve.  We squander, waste & misuse his gifts.  We live rebelliously before Him.  When the Prosecution (the Evil One) states their case, it’s a very strong argument.  In fact, if we had to stand trial for only what we had done yesterday (one day) there would be plenty of evidence to convict us.  But we have an Advocate - the Lord Jesus Christ – who pleads our case … NOT on the basis that we don’t deserve it … but that he has already taken the punishment.

God Isn’t Discriminating Between People (10:17)

For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. 17 
God chooses out a special people for himself in order to protect, guide & prospers them. Look at now the chpt concludes, Your forefathers who went down into Egypt were 70 in all, & now the Lord your God has made you as numerous as the stars in the sky.  22                                                                                            This sure sounds discriminatory.  If the Israelites got all the good stuff, what was left over for the rest?  Even more, what about the 7 nations driven out of their homeland?  They lost everything ... & there must have been some good among them; is that fair?  

Four points to make from this chapter:

1.  It has been abundantly clear from the outset that God had a much bigger objective than multiplying & establishing His own people as a political & economic reality.  It wasn’t just about the state of Israel getting its own land, it never was just that!  It was all about how the other nations would respond:

They would see how God dealt with His people & take note: 

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, "Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people "  What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today?    4:5-8
2.  The wisdom & understanding of this new nation was in stark contrast to the folly & wickedness of the 7 displaced nations.  

After the LORD your God has driven them out before you, do not say to yourself, "The LORD has brought me here to take possession of this land because of my righteousness." No, it is on account of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD is going to drive them out before you. It is not because of your righteousness or your integrity that you are going in to take possession of their land; but on account of the wickedness of these nations… 9:4, 5
We are not talking here about alternative lifestyles or complimentary religion.  These nations were notorious for their wickedness. Every corrupt & corrupting practice was present, evil was endemic.  God’s people would have to destroy everything & everyone; even hording their possessions was an unacceptable risk of contamination.  It seems that every kind of wickedness was not only permitted but was encouraged.  These people put their fingers up to decency & paraded  evil; God would not have been God if he tolerated them & their ways.

3.  The idea was that the way God was treating His special nation would be the way He would treat all the nations … IF they submitted to his rule & followed Him like Israel was meant to do.  Israel’s responsibility to reveal a uniquely holy & loving God to the nations is a recurring theme throughout the Bible.  The OT prophets constantly calling the people to renew their commitment to acknowledging & making God known.  The NT apostles take up the same theme.  Paul saw himself in these terms: Through Him & for His name’s sake, we received grace & apostleship to call people from among all the nations to the obedience that comes from faith.  Rom 1:5.

Revelation’s great vision: all nations gathered to worship together.

The Navigators Calling: To advance the Gospel into the nations …. Internationally, we have a presence among 214 Peoples using 161 Languages in 104 Countries.  Southampton Navs, have strong links with France & other places.  Stand still long enough & someone –  Steve or Debbie - will be asking you to go to Norway or Latvia.  This  resounds with our historical roots as Navigators & our Biblical roots as the God’s people.  He doesn’t discriminate against anybody; He wants everyone to come to know Jesus through the Gospel.

4.  Finally, God doesn’t discriminate against the weak & vulnerable.  

He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing. And you are to love those who are aliens, for you yourselves were aliens in Egypt. 10: 18, 19

The advance of the Gospel of Jesus Christ has always carried with it liberty, justice & security for all: the immigrant, the poor, the very young & the very old, the disadvantaged, underprivileged & the those with all kinds of difficulties & handicaps.  200 years ago Parliament carried a motion to abolish slavery.  Wm Wilberforce was at the heart of the movement that brought that about; he was a committed believer in God through Jesus Christ, of course.

Jesus was never more at home than when he was with these kinds of people.  It’s part of the uniqueness of his ministry.  It still is, whenever & wherever we minister, in His name, we declare a God who isn’t discriminating but welcoming all, no matter what their personal circumstances.  

CONCLUSION

We began with the challenge to do the hard work of thinking about God.  Deut 4-10 is a rich part of Scripture to do just that.  There’s much about who God is … & who He isn’t…  we looked at:

1. The God who Isn’t …

2. Like the Other Gods (4:39)

3. Hesitant About Destroying Evil (7:10)

4. Giving What we Deserve (9:6)

5. Discriminating Between People (10:17)

17 “For the Lord your God is the God of gods and Lord of lords. He is the great God, the mighty and awesome God, who shows no partiality and cannot be bribed. 18 He ensures that orphans and widows receive justice. He shows love to the foreigners living among you and gives them food and clothing. 19 So you, too, must show love to foreigners, for you yourselves were once foreigners in the land of Egypt. 20 You must fear the Lord your God and worship him and cling to him. Your oaths must be in his name alone. 21 He alone is your God, the only one who is worthy of your praise, the one who has done these mighty miracles that you have seen with your own eyes. 22 When your ancestors went down into Egypt, there were only seventy of them. But now the Lord your God has made you as numerous as the stars in the sky!

Pray

Our response 10: 12-13 - Credit Derek Leaf:

· Fear God  (as against those we would otherwise fear)

· Walk in His ways (see the way he works and do the same)

· Love Him  (Passionate desire for an intimate relationship)

· Serve the Lord with all your heart and soul (A good servant faithfully does as requested) 

· Observe the Lord's laws and decrees (Know the word & do it.)

