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      Preface

      The manner in which Christians have thought about life after death, or about the world to come, has varied considerably from century to century and from place to place. It is easy enough to understand why. Christians who have few of this world’s goods or who face the stress of perennially threatening persecution are more likely to long for the “home” of the new heaven and the new earth than are Christians who live remarkably secure and comfortable lives. Christians who think about these things at a period in history when talk about “end times” is all the rage are more likely to stretch their imaginations into eternity (though how accurately is another question) than are those who focus on other doctrines. And Christians who faithfully read their Bibles right through, again and again, will inevitably be drawn to ponder the return of Jesus more faithfully and more fruitfully than will those who rarely take pains to hide God’s Word in their hearts.

      Among the grand themes uncovered by focused Bible reading are these five (and this list is representative, not exhaustive):

      First, Jesus teaches that our hearts pursue what we treasure (Matt. 6:21). So if we are to pursue the supreme good of knowing and seeing God in the new heaven and the new earth, we will have to treasure it as the supreme good. This is more than a confessional point of the sort that says, “I believe in the reality of the new heaven and the new earth, and in the life everlasting.” Rather, that supreme good must be treasured, for that is what will make our hearts pursue it. Otherwise we will devote all our energy to pursuing lesser things, things that may in many cases be good, but that are squeezing out the supreme good precisely because the supreme good is not treasured. That means that one of the goals of the preacher must be so to disclose and promote the supreme good that Christians hungrily pursue it.

      Second, although Christians have good reasons to believe that when they die they enjoy disembodied existence in the presence of Christ, their ultimate hope is not death, not what has traditionally been called “the intermediate state.” Rather, it is the return of Christ, the dawning of the new heaven and the new earth, which is the home of righteous, embodied existence—resurrection existence.

      Third, Christians who are hungry to understand their Bibles are eager to discover how various important trajectories “work” in Scripture. In other words, how do we run from the garden of Eden to the new heaven and the new earth? Where do themes like justice, priesthood, life, Trinity, incarnation, justification, sanctification, resurrection, temple, grace, covenant, people of God, and much more, fit into the patterned mosaic that takes us to Revelation 21–22?

      Fourth, a variety of biblical depictions of the new heaven and the new earth insist, in colorful terms, that neither sin nor sin’s entailments are there: there is no greed, no hate, no lust, no death, no sorrow, no tears. Conversely, we will love God with heart and soul and mind and strength, and our neighbors as ourselves. There will be no more struggle for justice, for all of us will be just before God, and practitioners of justice in every way. So what are the relationships between the sinless state of Eden and the sinless existence of the new heaven and the new earth? The storyline of the entire Bible turns on how human beings, made in the image of God, fell into sin and were graciously redeemed by the God who made them. What does that tell us about the significance of our struggle against sin now?

      Fifth, that storyline turns on Jesus the Messiah. The gospel is first and foremost the good news of what God has done through his Son, supremely in his death and resurrection, to redeem his chosen and blood-bought people back to himself. Those who enjoy the new heaven and the new earth join the choir around the One who sits on the throne, and the Lamb. It is impossible to think richly and faithfully about eschatology without thinking richly and faithfully about Jesus Christ; it is impossible to focus on him without reflecting on eschatology.

      The eight chapters of this book expound select passages from the Old and New Testaments that deal with these themes. They are the written forms of eight plenary addresses of the 2015 national conference of the Gospel Coalition. Our hope is that circulating them in this form will help many more people revel in the richness of God’s Word—not only of these discrete passages but also of some of the ways these passages unfold the developing lines of Scripture and call our minds and imaginations home to the new heaven and the new earth. The final plenary session of the conference, preserved as an appendix in this book, preserves the probing and sometimes moving panel discussion titled “Biblical Foundations for Seeing God’s Justice in a Sinful World.” And in the end, we face the call of God for more than mere justice—the call of God to respond with the grace of the gospel.

      It is a great privilege to work with those whose conference voices are preserved in these pages. Thanks, too, to Jeff Robinson, who undertook the initial editing of these chapters, and to the visionary folk at Crossway, who live out what it means to seek the kingdom of God and his righteousness.

      D. A. Carson

      Soli Deo gloria
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      Life and Prosperity, Death and Destruction

      Deuteronomy 30:1–20

      Timothy Keller

      Deuteronomy 30, which comes at the end of Moses’s life, describes how Moses hands off Israel to new leaders. The people have entered into a covenant relationship with God at Mount Sinai, where God in essence said, “I will be your God, and you will be my people. This is how I want you to live. Here are the stipulations of the covenant.”

      Now that Moses is about to pass off the scene, the Israelites are renewing the covenant, and Moses writes Deuteronomy as a documentation of that covenant renewal. All the things that the children of Israel are supposed to do in order to live as the people of God are laid out. It’s a wonderful exposition of the Ten Commandments and of what it means to lead lives of integrity and justice. Near the end of the covenant renewal document, in Deuteronomy 27–28, God through Moses lays out what is referred to twice in Deuteronomy 30:1–20 as “blessings and curses.”1 God in effect says, “If you obey the covenant and are faithful to what you say you are going to do for me, I will bless you.” The beginning of chapter 28 is filled with all the ways in which God will bless the people for obedience. But then, in the last three-quarters of chapter 28, God essentially says, “If you disobey the covenant, all these terrible curses will come upon you,” as he said above in 30:18, “I declare to you this day that you will certainly be destroyed” if you disobey the covenant. The curses will come upon you.

      These curses are truly ferocious, and yet the blessings are equally astounding. The blessings always come along with the promise that God is gracious, that he is forgiving, and that he overlooks sin. Since the blessings are so gracious and seemingly so unconditional, and the curses are so ferocious and so obviously conditional (“If you do this, you will be destroyed”), many scholars believe Deuteronomy was written by more than one person. In their Introduction to the Old Testament, Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman III cite one of the classic Old Testament professors, F. M. Cross, as having read the book of Deuteronomy and concluded as much.

      Cross believed that Deuteronomy was written in two stages, with the first probably at the time of King Josiah, when there was a lot of hope. On this assumption, the first copy of Deuteronomy would have contained these gracious promises of blessing, where God was portrayed as a gracious, forgiving, and faithful God who overlooks sin and pardons iniquity. But then, Cross claimed, after the disaster of the Babylonian exile, the Israelites found Deuteronomy too optimistic and somebody else wrote another edition of the book and added all the curses. Cross could not believe that any one person could have held together both these amazing blessings and these horrific curses, and therefore no one person could have written Deuteronomy. In fact, Cross could not even fathom a God who could be both so gracious and so deadly, so loving and so holy.

      Dillard and Longman do a wonderful job of completely destroying that idea. They’re almost comical about it, as if to say, “Can you imagine an editor so incredibly incompetent that he takes a document that’s too optimistic about God’s love, adds these verses on holiness, judgment, and justice, and then also leaves in everything he disagreed with in the first place, so that it’s just a mishmash of contradictions?” Frankly, that would be a pretty stupid editor.2

      Tension between His Mercy and Holiness

      Although Cross was wrong in that point, he saw rightly the tension displayed in Deuteronomy’s blessings and curses. The book of Deuteronomy, possibly for the first time in the biblical narrative, makes it extremely clear that there is such a tension, and we humans brought it about. We have a holy God of justice who must punish sin and who cannot clear the guilty. He basically says to Moses in Exodus 34, “I can’t let any sin go unpunished!” Yet at the same time, he is a God of endless love, endless faithfulness, and endless forgiveness, and he desires a relationship with us. But because of our flawed and sinful nature, there is an unresolved tension at this point in Deuteronomy. One might ask, How can God be both faithful to who he is in terms of his mercy, and faithful to who he is in terms of his holiness?

      David Martyn Lloyd-Jones addressed this tension in one of his sermons on revival. He pointed out that in Exodus 33, Moses asks to see God’s glory and God replies, “‘I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the Lord, in your presence. I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion. But,’ he said, ‘you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live’” (Ex. 33:19–20). Just a few verses later God comes down, Moses is shielded, and

      he [God} passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.” (Ex. 34:6–7)

      Lloyd-Jones explains the apparent contradiction. God says his “goodness” will pass in front of Moses, and when this happens, the first thing he says is, basically, “I am forgiving, and yet every sin has to be punished.” While this may seem like a paradox, Lloyd-Jones answers by posing the question Why is it that God must punish every sin? God must punish every sin because he is so good! If a judge saw that somebody committed a crime and said, “Oh well, let it go,” then he wouldn’t be a good judge. Likewise, the reason why God must punish every sin is that he’s so good.

      On the other hand, why would God want to forgive us, love us, and never let us go? You guessed it—because he’s so good. “But,” you say, “how in the world can there be a God who is that comprehensively good?” He must either be fully good in terms of his holiness and justice but not in terms of his love (meaning you better obey, because his patience is short and only obedience will get you into heaven), or be fully good in terms of his love but not in terms of his holiness and justice (meaning God would say, “Well, I’d like you to obey, but in the end I’ll accept you no matter what you do”). But either way, there’s no God who is completely and comprehensively good. Having it both ways seems impossible. As we saw earlier, that’s exactly what F. M. Cross and many other Old Testament scholars believed. When they read Deuteronomy and saw the blessings and curses, they concluded that there’s no God who could be both so gracious and so ferocious. Instead, they claimed Deuteronomy must be the product of two editors, one with a more benign view of God and a second with a more ferocious view.

      But contrary to what those scholars believed, the Old Testament purposefully has an unresolved narrative tension in it, and this very tension is the whole basis of the gospel. Narrative tension means you don’t know what’s going to happen and there are opposing forces at work. In other words, “Little Red Riding Hood took her grandmother some goodies” is not a narrative. It’s just a report. “Little Red Riding Hood took her grandmother some goodies, but the Big Bad Wolf was waiting to eat her up” is a narrative, because we’ve got tension. We’re led to ask, What’s going to happen? The narrative tension that drives the whole book of Deuteronomy is the same narrative tension that drives the whole narrative arc of the Bible, all the way up to the cross.

      “But,” you reply, “I guess it doesn’t get resolved in Deuteronomy.” Yes and no. What is beautiful about the Bible is the wonderful foreshadowing we see throughout it of how the resolution is going to happen, and there is foreshadowing here in Deuteronomy 30.

      Deuteronomy 30 and the Future

      Deuteronomy 30 says much about the future, and although in one place it looks like Moses is speaking about the present, we will see how Paul explains in Romans 10 that Moses is still talking about the future. Let’s look at three things Moses says.

      First, in the future, we will all fail to live as we ought. Second, God will fix our hearts. Third, the message of the gospel will go out.

      You Cannot Be Good

      The first thing Deuteronomy says about the future is that we will all fail to live as we ought. This is one of the most important things about Deuteronomy 30. In fact, if you don’t keep this in mind, you’ll misread the last part of the chapter. Look at verse 1: “When all these blessings and curses I have set before you come on you and you take them to heart wherever the Lord your God disperses you among the nations . . .” Moses says that the Israelites will be dispersed. If you go back into Deuteronomy 28, where you see a list of terrible curses, the ultimate curse is exile and dispersion. And so verse 1 is essentially saying, “You will fail. You will bring all the curses of the covenant down on you. The worst that God says will happen to you if you disobey the covenant will in fact happen.”

      American readers of Deuteronomy will know how our culture loves motivational speakers. We enjoy having people tell us what we can do and how we can live. In some ways, the whole book of Deuteronomy is like a motivational speech. It’s a wonderful ethical treatise. It’s a vision for integrity, justice, and human life at the highest. Moses is preaching the first sermon series in history, as some have described Deuteronomy, and he’s basically saying, “I want you to live like this,” much as a motivational speaker would speak today.

      But how does Moses’s motivational speech end? After he tells the Israelites to live according to the ethical standards of Deuteronomy 1–29, he effectively concludes, “Let me point this out. You’re going to fail! You’re not going to do any of this stuff I’m talking about! You’re going to fail miserably! I am wasting my breath!”

      You might say that’s not good motivational speaking, and you’d be right. But it is great gospel preaching. Of course, that’s not all there is to gospel preaching (praise God!), but unless you’re willing to affirm this, you’re not able to do any gospel preaching. What is Moses saying? He looks at the Israelites, who here represent the whole human race, and he pretty much says, “You know what you ought to do. This isn’t rocket science. If there is a God, you owe him this: love your neighbor as yourself, and love God with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind. You know what you should do, but you’re not going to do it.”

      Jacob Needleman has been a secular philosopher and a professor of philosophy of religion for many years at San Francisco State University. Some years ago he wrote a remarkable book called Why Can’t We Be Good? His thesis is that even though social theorists, therapists, politicians, and everybody else are working like crazy to write books about how people should live, there’s just one thing they’re forgetting: everybody basically knows how he or she ought to live, and we just can’t do it. Nobody’s got the strength to do what we know we should. This, says Needleman, is the biggest mystery and problem of the human race. Why are we writing all these books telling people how they ought to live? People know what they ought to do, but they just won’t and can’t do it. It’s impossible. And people know they should not do certain things, but they do them anyway. That’s our problem, Needleman says. Human beings know how they should live but they can’t and they won’t, and he has no idea why.

      There’s a great story related to this problem in Rebecca Pippert’s book Hope Has Its Reasons.3 Pippert writes of when she once audited a class in counseling psychology at Harvard University; the professor gave a case study of a man who was very angry at his mother. The man didn’t realize how angry he was, so his anger was distorting his life. Through counseling, this man came to see how much his life was being dominated by his anger, and that seemed to help. But as the professor was moving on to another case study, Pippert raised her hand and asked, “Well, that’s great, but how do you help the person?”

      “What do you mean?” replied the professor.

      “Well, how do you help him forgive his mother?” Pippert asked. “If his life is being distorted by his resentment toward his mother, how do you help him forgive his mother?”

      The professor’s first response was basically to say, “There isn’t anything I can do. Hopefully now he will understand his anger and hopefully not be as driven by it.” Most of the other students in the class were a little surprised and discontented with this answer, so the professor concluded the discussion by saying nearly the same thing as Needleman: “If you guys are looking for a changed heart, you are looking in the wrong department.”

      As the professor had to admit, psychology can’t help you do what you ought to do. Even if it can show us what to do, we don’t do it. We can’t do it. For this reason, I often have used Francis Schaeffer’s illustration to explain Romans 2 whenever I have spoken to an unbelieving audience. Romans 2 says the Gentiles—the pagans who don’t know the law of God and don’t know the Bible—still have in their conscience a certain knowledge of how they should live, and God holds them responsible for what the conscience tells them. Schaeffer used to tell the following story to prove this point.

      Imagine you have an invisible recorder around your neck that, for all your life, records every time you say to somebody else, “You ought.” It only turns on when you tell somebody else how to live. In other words, it only records your own moral standards as you seek to impose them on other people. It records nothing except what you believe is right or wrong. And what if God, on judgment day, stands in front of people and says, “You never heard about Jesus Christ and you never read the Bible, but I’m a fair-minded God. Let me show you what I’m going to use to judge you.” Then he takes that invisible recorder from around your neck and says, “I’m going to judge you by your own moral standards.” And God plays the recording.

      There’s not a person on the face of the earth who will be able to pass that test. I’ve used that illustration for years now and nobody ever wants to challenge it. Nobody ever says, “I live according to my standards!” This is the biggest problem of the human race. We don’t need more books telling people how to live; people need the power to do what they don’t have the power to do.

      Just as Moses begins by telling the Israelites, “You’re going to fail,” gospel preachers have to constantly remind people what they already know in their hearts but won’t admit: “You know what to do, and you never will do it unless you get some kind of outside help. You will never pull yourself together.”

      God Fixes Hearts

      But the second thing Deuteronomy says about the future is that God has a plan to fix hearts. In Deuteronomy 30:2–5, Moses predicts that the Israelites will be put into exile and that God will bring them back. But when Moses gets to verse 6, he says, “The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.” He’s talking about something that the rest of the Bible brings out. Jeremiah and Ezekiel call it the new covenant. Paul in Romans 2:29 says that our hearts are circumcised, and in Philippians 3:3 he says we are the true circumcision. So this is the gospel, and this is looking far beyond anything that actually happens in the lives of the Israelites at that time.

      And what is a circumcised heart? As frequently noted by many expositors, “heart” in English means the seat of the emotions, but “heart” in the Bible means the control center of the whole being. Proverbs 3:5 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart,” because that’s what hearts do. Genesis 6:5 speaks of the “inclination . . . of the human heart” because that’s what hearts do. In Matthew 6:21, Jesus says “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” Your heart is the place where you decide what you’re going to trust, take inclination to, and treasure; it’s where you decide what your supreme good is, what your ultimate hope is, and what you’re going to think about all day.

      A good test of this is seen in the much-cited saying “Your religion is what you do with your solitude.” Think about that. What is it that your heart most cherishes, most adores, most trusts in, and most hopes in? What is the thing you most look to for your salvation? What is the thing your mind automatically goes to when you have nothing else to think about? That may be hard for us to imagine because social media and cell phones have made solitude hard to obtain, but at my age, I can remember a time when I would stand waiting for a bus with nothing to do and nothing to think about. I never took those five minutes to praise God or think about his glories, his attributes, and what he’d done for me. My heart tended to fantasize about other things, like “If only the church could get to this number, then maybe we could build a wing.”

      What do you think about at the bus stop? The heart is the indicator of what you love most. Whatever the heart most wants, that is the thing that the mind finds reasonable, the emotions find desirable, and the will finds doable. In other words, what the heart is set upon affects your mind, your will, and your emotions.

      Now that we’ve examined what Scripture means by “heart,” what does it mean to have a “circumcised” heart? It sounds like a scary idea, doesn’t it? Peter Craigie, in his commentary on the book of Deuteronomy, says that when Deuteronomy speaks of God circumcising the heart, it’s a metaphor (strange though it may be) for God doing surgery on your heart. It could also be said that whereas circumcision was a sign of external obedience, entry into the covenantal community, and submission to the law of God, heart circumcision is the motivation of inner love to obey. In fact the text says, “The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live” (Deut. 30:6).

      To use another metaphor, think about marriage. Over the years there have been many political and business marriages where the proverbial knot was tied, but there was no love. But when I was falling in love with my wife, and she asked me to make a change in my life—the sort of thing that my mother or father used to ask me to do and I would say, “Mind your own business”—Kathy’s wish was my command. I was in love, so I didn’t think of it as obeying her or submitting to her will, though in a sense I was. She wasn’t demanding anything, but out of love I was changing that thing in my life.

      That’s what it’s like to have a circumcised heart: what you ought to do and what you want to do become the same thing. Or as John Newton said in one of his hymns,

      Our pleasure and our duty,

      Though opposite before,

      Since we have seen his beauty,

      Are join’d to part no more.4

      Our pleasure and our duty are the same. That’s a circumcised heart.

      If you grew up attending church, you probably heard the word circumcision in Sunday school. Of course, when you were little, you asked a lot of questions. But when you asked, “What is circumcision?” nobody ever told you what it means! It wasn’t until you were older that the topic came up again, and you were taught that circumcision was the sign that someone had entered into a covenant relationship with God. Once the teacher explained circumcision, if you were like most people, you said, “You’re kidding! Why in the world would God ask anyone to do that? What was that about?”

      Yes, circumcision was gross and bloody, but that was the point. In the days of the Old Testament, you didn’t just sign a paper contract when you wanted to make a covenant. Instead, you acted out the curses of failing to keep that covenant. You would cut an animal in half, walk between the pieces, and say something like “Oh great king, the one to whom I make my vow today, if I do not do all the words of the promise which I am making today, may I be cut to pieces like this animal.” That’s how you would act out the curse of not keeping the covenant. In my opinion, that was a lot better way of doing contracts than we have today. People would be more likely to follow through on promises that way!

      If you understand the way people made covenants in that era, then you begin to see what circumcision represents. Circumcision is gory, bloody, gross, and intimate; it’s downright creepy! Why not some other part of the body? Why not something less disturbing? It’s a way of showing people the penalty of sin. Sin is so dire, so intimate, and so gross, it could only be represented by something like circumcision. So why do we still talk about the circumcised heart?

      There’s a strange phrase in Colossians 2:11 that could be literally translated, “In Christ, you [Christians] have been circumcised in the circumcision of Christ.” Paul is teaching that you receive not only a new heart when you become a Christian, but a circumcised heart because of the circumcision of Christ. And what is the circumcision of Christ? On the cross, Jesus Christ was experiencing the curse of the covenant: to be cut off. If you lie, cheat, or wrong someone else, being cut off from the congregation is the penalty that Deuteronomy gives again and again. But the penalty for disobeying God is to be cut off from him. To be cut off from God is to be cut off from life, light, and every good thing. On the cross, Jesus was suffering that penalty. He was suffering the cosmic experience that we deserve, the punishment for our sin.

      Think back to the garden of Eden. Adam and Eve were forced out—or cut off—because of their sin, and an angel with a sword was stationed to guard the way to the tree of life. The only way back to the tree of life was to go under the sword, and on the cross, Jesus Christ went under the sword. In that sense, he was circumcised.

      Because Jesus Christ experienced that circumcision for you and me, when we put our faith in him, not only do we objectively have a relationship with him, but subjectively that image of Christ suffering the curse for us on the cross makes our pleasure and our duty the same. As quoted before, John Newton said it best:

      Our pleasure and our duty,

      Though opposite before,

      Since we have seen his beauty,

      Are join’d to part no more.

      And what is that beauty of which Newton speaks? In the words of William Cowper:

      To see the Law by Christ fulfilled

      And hear His pardoning voice,

      Changes a slave into a child,

      And duty into choice.5

      If seeing what Jesus Christ did on the cross for you—taking your cosmic “cutting off” for you—moves you and you say to yourself, “I do deserve to be cut off and Jesus did that for me,” then you know you’re experiencing the circumcision of the heart.

      Jesus Has Done That for You

      The third and final thing Deuteronomy says about the future comes at the end of the passage, where we noted earlier that it seems to speak only about the present. So far, Deuteronomy 30:1–6 has been looking down the corridors of time, saying in effect, “First, you’re going to fail, all the curses are going to come upon you, and you will go into exile, but then God will bring you back and circumcise your heart.” That’s the promise of the new covenant and the new birth. But then Deuteronomy 30:11–15 reads:

      Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it.

      See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction.

      It may seem like Moses is coming back to the present when he describes what he is commanding the Israelites “today.” He says his law is not too difficult but is very near to them, even in their mouth and heart. What does that mean? On the one hand, it means that the Israelites have no excuse. The law of God is very clear. They don’t have to go over the sea to talk to sages or to mystics to figure out what God’s will is; instead, it’s come to them. “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (Luke 10:27). The law is laid out plainly, so they have no excuse. And yet, as Thomas Schreiner points out in his commentary on Romans,6 Paul would later quote this passage in Romans 10 knowing that Moses has already said that the Israelites cannot and will not keep this covenant. Therefore, Paul is absolutely right in interpreting what Moses means when the apostle says in Romans 10:4, 6–9:

      For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.

       . . . But the righteousness based on faith says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. (ESV)

      Schreiner says Paul is applying Moses’s words to show that in the end the only word that will not crush you, that is not too difficult for you, and that you don’t have to go over the sea to get is the gospel. Jesus has already done the impossible for you. Don’t try to earn your salvation, Paul says. To do that is to bring Jesus up from the abyss or keep Jesus back in heaven. He came from heaven and went into the abyss to save you. If you try to save yourself, it’s like telling Jesus that what he did doesn’t matter. Only the gospel is the word that is not too difficult for you, and only the gospel will not crush you. Any other word will. Therefore, Moses is basically saying, “Someday the gospel will go forth.”

      Heaven and Hell Are Not Parallel

      Without a doubt, the blessings and the curses point forward to heaven and hell. But did you notice they’re not parallel? In other words, if you go to hell, it’s your fault. You deserve it. Deuteronomy 30 makes that clear. But if you get the blessings of God, there’s no way you deserve that. That has been accomplished and given to you freely. We must never give anybody the impression that hell is deserved and heaven is deserved. Hell is deserved, and heaven is not.

      You can see it clearly in the way blessings and curses are discussed in Deuteronomy. The prosperity gospel says they’re equal: if you do this, you’ll be blessed, but if you do that, you’ll be cursed. But as Christopher Wright notes in his commentary on Deuteronomy,7 if you do wrong, you deserve the cursing. If you do right, that only appropriates the blessing; it doesn’t deserve it. Obedience is simply a way for you to appropriate the blessing that Jesus Christ has deserved for you. That difference is very clear in the book of Deuteronomy and must be maintained as we think about the afterlife and in all of our preaching on it.
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