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“Out of his broad experience of expounding the Scriptures, Dr. Fernando has given us a commentary that will appeal to all those who preach the Word. The work breathes a love for God, a deep understanding of Biblical theology, and a warmly poignant grasp of human nature—with its failings and its potentials. His applications of Deuteronomy’s teaching are both perceptive and relevant. While showing an awareness of scholarly treatments, the work is very accessible to those who do not have scholarly training. It is highly recommended.”

John Oswalt, Distinguished Professor of Old Testament, 

  Asbury Theological Seminary

“Vintage Fernando. Like all of his preaching, this book is a model of the wonderful gift that God has given to Ajith Fernando for simple, clear, and challenging exposition of the Word of God. Without evading the more difficult questions and problems that scholars have wrestled with in the book of Deuteronomy, he does not allow them to dominate but stays close to the thrust of the text, patiently explaining and applying it step by step. The rich infusion of illustrations that are mostly drawn from the challenges and stresses, joys and sorrows of his own experience in ministry add a wonderful earthy texture to the whole book as we constantly weave between the Biblical world and today’s world in a way that listens to and engages with both. This book is a deep well of Biblical study, ethical challenge, practical advice, pastoral wisdom, and spiritual warmth. It breathes love for God, God’s Word, God’s world, and God’s people.”

Christopher J. H. Wright, International Director, 

  Langham Partnership International; author, Old Testament Ethics for the People of God
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To

Genga and Lakshi Arulampalam

Loran and Merle Grant

Brian and Lilly Stiller

With gratitude to God for 

over three decades of friendship.

Love is . . . kind.

1 Corinthians 13:4


“Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 

  You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart 

  and with all your soul and with all your might. 

  And these words that I command you today shall be on 

  your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, 

  and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, 

  and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, 

  and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign 

  on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between 

  your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of 

  your house and on your gates.

“And when the LORD your God brings you into the land 

  that he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, 

  and to Jacob, to give you—with great and good cities 

  that you did not build, and houses full of all good things 

  that you did not fill, and cisterns that you did not dig, 

  and vineyards and olive trees that you did not plant—

  and when you eat and are full, then take care 

  lest you forget the LORD, who brought you out of 

  the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

  It is the LORD your God you shall fear. 

  Him you shall serve and by his name you shall swear.”

DDEUTERONOMY 6 : 4 – 1 3
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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach, “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes


Preface: 

Why I Am Excited about Deuteronomy

In my thirty plus years of ministry I have worked primarily among first-generation Christians from other faiths both in Youth for Christ and in the church where my wife and I serve. We have faced three huge challenges in this work. The first is that of making contact with these people who have no contact with the church so that they would have an opportunity to hear the gospel. The second is communicating the gospel in such a way that they would not only understand it but also be persuaded to leave their past allegiances to accept the salvation it offers. I have addressed these two challenges in two books, The Supremacy of Christ1 and Sharing the Truth in Love.2

The third challenge is nurturing people who have not learned to view life using Biblical categories—that is, those with a worldview that is not Christian—and helping them move into a godly life. This is also becoming an increasingly important challenge in the West where those outside, and sometimes inside, the church have attitudes that are alien to the religion of the Bible. Around twenty years ago, while walking along the beach and praying, I told God that one day I would like to write a comprehensive theology of the Christian life, especially focusing on how to move people on to holiness. I think this book is God’s answer to that prayer.

When my friends found out that I was writing a preaching commentary on Deuteronomy, I usually got one of three responses. Some responded with enthusiasm, pointing out that it is such an important book. I share their enthusiasm. Others pointed to what a tough assignment this would be, and I agree with them too. When I started on this project I had not realized what a large book Deuteronomy is and how much I had to learn about its background in order to do this project justice. The third type of response I received seemed to imply that this is a dry book, with a lot of difficult and irrelevant material, which does not seem to have much to teach us today. I take strong exception to that sentiment!

Deuteronomy is an exciting book that is very relevant today. I first realized this about twenty-five years ago when, early in my ministry, I read the book for my devotions. I found that there was so much I can learn about the Christian life and ministry that I began to list it all. I ended up with a huge list that has had a huge impact on my ministry. For example, I made a list of 142 incentives to obedience from Deuteronomy. So when I was asked by my friends at Crossway whether I would be interested in writing the Deuteronomy commentary in the series I responded with an enthusiastic yes.

Why am I so excited about Deuteronomy? Primarily because in this book Moses is attempting to do something that is still so important for all Christians. He is close to death, and they are close to entering the promised land without him, the one who led them for forty years. Deuteronomy gives Moses’ farewell addresses to them. His aim is to motivate them to go forward and conquer the land and to help them to be faithful to God amidst all the challenges to such faithfulness that they will face. He warns them of challenges, he encourages them to a life of holiness, and he tells them the consequences of living and of failing to live such a life. All the time Moses was aware of the temptation the people would have to compromise their faith by assimilating aspects of Canaanite religion.

Are these not some of our greatest challenges today? How can we remain faithful to God? How can we avoid compromise when the lure of the society around us is so powerful? And how can we help our children and the people we lead to be faithful? Deuteronomy tells us how Moses tackled these challenges. After citing a story that appears in Deuteronomy, Paul writes, “Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction” (1 Corinthians 10:11).

Therefore I have approached every passage of Deuteronomy as having significance to Christians today. Because all of Deuteronomy is part of God’s inspired Word, that affirmation should be accepted without question. But it is often not, for many Christians think that in this era of grace many of the teachings of the Old Testament are not significant for us. Indeed we may not use some of the laws and regulations that are given there because they apply only to the Jewish nation. But the religion of this nation had the same basic ingredients that the Christian religion has today. Their life was to be a response of faith and obedience to the God who had graciously acted to redeem them. So even the laws that are specific to Israel have principles behind them that help us in the life of faith today.

When I studied Deuteronomy this time around with a view to writing this book, I found another feature that makes it extremely helpful. Many consider Moses to be the greatest national leader in history. From what Moses says and does in Deuteronomy we can learn many important lessons on leadership. Perhaps this has been to me the most thrilling aspect of this present study that I have done of Deuteronomy. This book has also had a chastening influence in my life because often through it the Lord showed me areas where I have been slack in my Christian commitment.

The Biblical writers seem to have considered Deuteronomy to be a very important book; they used it all the time. Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart say that “Deuteronomy has perhaps had more influence on the rest of the biblical story (both Old and New Testaments) than any other book of the Bible.” They point out that “Deuteronomy . . . had considerable influence on Israel’s and Judah’s prophets, especially Isaiah and Jeremiah, and through them influenced the major figures of the NT (especially Jesus and Paul).”3 Chris Wright says, “The book of Deuteronomy lies close to the very heartbeat of the Scriptures. It is to the Old Testament something like the book of Romans to the New Testament. It deals with many of the key themes that inform the rest of the Bible.”4 It is quoted over eighty times in the New Testament, and references to it occur in all the New Testament books except John, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Timothy, and 1 and 2 Peter. Thus it belongs to a small group of four Old Testament books—Genesis, Deuteronomy, Psalms, and Isaiah—to which early Christians made frequent reference.5 When Jesus was tempted, he quoted from Deuteronomy in each of his three responses to Satan.

We must never forget that when the New Testament was written, the only Bible that the Christians had was the Old Testament. When they “studied the Word,” they studied the Old Testament. Therefore it was not necessary for some of the things emphasized in the Old Testament to be emphasized again in the New Testament. The New Testament takes it for granted that Christians were very aware of these emphases. Some of these emphases are not very strong in the thinking of Christians today. Therefore it is especially important that we study the Old Testament, because the failure to do that would result in our not being influenced by a key aspect of God’s thinking.

Let me list some of those things that are very important for the Christian life but that the New Testament does not emphasize as much as the Old Testament because they already have a good emphasis there. Each of these is an emphasis found in Deuteronomy also.


  	The importance of order and the attention to detail especially in connection with worship.

  	The importance of visual and symbolic reminders of Biblical truth, such as festivals.

  	The importance of constantly being aware of the holiness of God and how it influences a faithful life. In fact, in the Old Testament the life of faith is often described as walking in the fear of the Lord, an emphasis that may be much needed today when people tend to be careless about sticking to Christian principles in every sphere of life.

  	The need for discipline and disciplining people when serious disobedience occurs.

  	The need to have a vital relationship with the Word through memorization, meditation, discussion, and obedience.



Deuteronomy is particularly important because it records a series of sermons given to help people in their day-to-day lives. It begins with the words, “These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel . . . ” (1:1). Deuteronomy 1:5 says, “Beyond the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses undertook to explain this law. . . .” So it is an expository sermon. Paul Barker points out that “apart from chapter 34 there are only five major paragraphs in the book which are not reported speech.”6

Because it consists of sermons, Deuteronomy would also give us helpful models for preaching today.


  	The sermonic style is found here with its sense of urgency, with frequent pleading and exhorting, and with calls to action.

  	The laws are not simply listed, they are preached.

  	Deuteronomy is full of imperatives to love, fear, serve, obey, walk after, and hold fast.

  	The two main ways Moses tries to motivate the people to faithfulness are reviewing history and retelling the Law. Surely that has something to teach us about good preaching!

  	“Almost every time Moses talks about the land, he is seeking to motivate Israel.”7 Therefore, when he mentions the land he qualifies it with terms like “which the Lord your God gave you,” “the good,” “flowing with milk and honey,” or “which the Lord your God swore (or promised) to give you.”



I must confess that usually I get excited about any book in the Bible I am studying at a given time. The study of all of Scripture is a thrilling exercise. But I needed to give reasons why Deuteronomy is exciting because I have found that many people, assuming that this is a boring book that is difficult to understand, avoid studying it and preaching from it. This is a serious error.


1

Deuteronomy: 

  Highly Relevant History

DEUTERONOMY 1:1–3, 5
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THE BOOK OF DEUTERONOMY consists primarily of speeches that Moses gave to the Israelites shortly before he handed over the leadership to Joshua. They aim to prepare the people to conquer Canaan and live faithful lives in their new land. The speeches give some strong teaching that would be somewhat unpopular today. Our natural tendency would be to dismiss this teaching as not being relevant to our lives. However, this book claims to contain the very thoughts of God. Deuteronomy 1:3 says, “Moses spoke to the people of Israel according to all that the LORD had given him in commandment to them.” If these are indeed God’s words, we are forced to take them seriously. Therefore, I will give a brief defense of the historical reliability of this book. This study is more technical than the others in this book.

The Name Deuteronomy

The Israelites usually used the first two words in the Hebrew text of Deuteronomy, “elleh haddebarim,” meaning “these are the words,” as their title for the book. Sometimes they simply used the shortened form debarim (“words”). The name that has become popular in English comes from a translation of Deuteronomy 17:18 in the Septuagint, the most important ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament, usually abbreviated as LXX. Here Moses is asked to make “a copy of this law,” and the LXX translated that as “second law” or “repetition of the law.” The Latin Vulgate version of the Bible, which was completed by Jerome in AD 405, titled the book Deuteronomium meaning “second law.” And that is from where we get our English title.

This strange history of the name should not trouble devout Bible students too much, as the claims we make for the Scriptures are for the text of the Bible, not the titles. Besides, the title is not entirely inappropriate because it is a second version of the one law given at Sinai and originally recorded in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers and because it is structured along the lines of the renewing of the covenant that was originally done at Sinai.

Are These Really the Words of Moses? (1:1)

Deuteronomy begins with the statement, “These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel beyond the Jordan in the wilderness . . . ” (1:1a). In other places too, the book often claims to have a record of the words of Moses (1:5; 31:30). There are references to Moses writing parts of it (31:9, 22, 24). “Other OT books similarly assert Mosaic authorship of Deuteronomy (1 Kings 2:3; 8:53; 2 Kings 14:6; 18:6, 12), as do Jesus and others in the NT.”1 Over the past 200 years or so there has been a strong (but misguided) challenge to the claim that Moses is the main person behind Deuteronomy.

Verse 1 uses the expression “beyond the Jordan” to describe the place from which Moses spoke the words of Deuteronomy. This expression came into use only after the Jordan was crossed, that is, after Moses had died. This points to the hand of an editor in the composition of Deuteronomy. Chapter 34 records the death of Moses, which again is from the hand of someone else. Sometimes there are explanatory notes added to the words of Moses that seem to come from an editor (e.g., 2:10–12, 20–23; 3:11, 13b–14). In this book we will view Deuteronomy as essentially coming from Moses though it contains several editorial touches by others. That is, we believe that Moses really did say what Deuteronomy says he said.

From the beginning of the nineteenth century there was among Biblical scholars a growing acceptance of “higher critical” approaches to the study of Scripture. Along with this came the view that Deuteronomy came from the time of the righteous king Josiah. Some asked whether Deuteronomy was “the book of the Law” that was found around 621 BC during the reign of Josiah, as recorded in 2 Kings 22:8. Some even said that Deuteronomy was a “pious fraud”; that is, that someone had placed the book in the temple so that it would be “found” accidentally. Many said that the writing of Deuteronomy was part of the seventh-century reforms under Josiah.

Josiah clearly seems to have been acting under the influence of the teaching found in Deuteronomy. What is controversial is the claim that Deuteronomy was written in the time of Josiah. Those who hold this view say that Deuteronomy has a tone like that of the prophets and even opens like the prophetic books that were written during the time of the kings (Isaiah 1:1; Amos 1:1; etc.). In answer we would ask, could not the prophets have been influenced by Deuteronomy rather than vice versa? After all, the influence of Deuteronomy is found in many other sections of the Bible too, including the New Testament. We contend that Josiah and the prophets were influenced by Deuteronomy, which is a much earlier document. After all, the book does claim to contain the words of Moses.

Gordon McConville has given several arguments in support of the view that Deuteronomy came from a time much closer to the time of Moses than claimed by the critics.2 “First, Deuteronomy shows no knowledge of the main institutions of Israel’s political and religious life during the period of the kings, namely the kings themselves and the Jerusalem temple.” McConville further points out that Deuteronomy is also unenthusiastic about the idea of a king (17:14–20), merely permitting such a thing, and trying to ensure that the king would not become a tyrant. This law is unlikely to have come from the time of Josiah.

“Secondly,” McConville says, “Deuteronomy knows only a single, united Israel, and shows no acquaintance with the division of the nation into two kingdoms following the reign of Solomon, around 930 BC (1 Kings 12).”

“Thirdly, the book warns again and again about the dangers of Canaanite religion (e.g. chs. 7, 13).” While this remained a problem until the time of the exile, it was a seriously urgent problem immediately after setting foot in the promised land. And Deuteronomy claims to contain material that prepares the people for their life after they enter the promised land.

“Fourthly, certain laws make best sense in relation to imminent (or recent) occupation of the land.” According to Leviticus 17, all slaughter of animals was to be sacrificial and carried out in the tent of meeting, which is where the Israelites worshipped and sacrificed until the temple was built. After settling in the land it would have been too difficult for the people to travel to the tent of meeting every time they wanted to consume meat. Therefore, Deuteronomy permits the secular eating of meat also (12:15–25), indicating that it is talking about a new situation to be faced by the people.

“Fifthly, Deuteronomy shares the concerns of the prophets, namely, the need for heartfelt religion, and a love of justice and the rights of the poor (14:28–29). Yet,” says McConville, “it is different from the prophetic books in the sense that it does not address particular occasions and individuals. It has much more the appearance of a programme for the future.” McConville says that it is likely “that the prophets take their cue from Deuteronomy, as well as from other parts of the Pentateuch.”

McConville’s last point is that “it has been shown that Deuteronomy formally resembles certain political treaties made by Hittite kings with weaker states, as well as certain ancient law-codes, such as that of the famous Babylonian king and lawgiver, Hammurabi.” Of the eighty or ninety documents of law codes that have been found by archaeologists, Deuteronomy resembles the Hittite treaties from 1400 to 1200 BC, which according to more conservative scholars is the time that Moses lived.

Kenneth A. Kitchen, an esteemed expert in ancient Near Eastern studies from the University of Liverpool, has recently written a 662-page book, On the Reliability of the Old Testament, in which he painstakingly presents evidence for the historical reliability of the Old Testament. In his discussion of the Sinai covenant (of which Deuteronomy is a record), he shows how a comparison of the Sinai treaty, as described in the Pentateuch, with ancient Near Eastern treaties gives strong evidence for a dating of the records of the Sinai covenant in the era when Moses is said to have lived. He divides the history of treaties, laws, and covenants into six phases covering 2,000 years. He says, “It is vitally important to understand that the documents of each phase are sharply different in format and full content from those in the phases before and after them. There is no ambiguity.”3

Kitchen’s observations cause him to place Deuteronomy and other records of the Sinai covenant squarely within the fifth phase, which includes the Hittite treaties. This phase covers roughly 1400 to 1200 BC He shows how there is a “glaring contrast” between the Hittite and Sinai treaties on the one hand and the treaties of phase VI which covers roughly 900 to 650 BC and includes Assyrian treaties.4 His conclusion is:


The impartial and very extensive evidence (thirty Hittite inspired documents and versions!) sets this matter beyond any further dispute. It is not my creation, it is inherent in the mass of original documents themselves, and cannot be gainsaid, if the brute facts are to be respected.5



The six arguments given above give us confidence to say that the contents of Deuteronomy can be traced to the time of Moses. This is very important in determining our approach to Deuteronomy. Some scholars think it is not important. Recently there has been a return in Biblical studies to studying Biblical books as a whole in the way they are found in the Bible—that is, in their canonical form—without chopping the books up according to the various sources from which different parts of a book are said to have been derived. This chopping up was done a lot in the twentieth century in the heyday of what was known as form criticism. The canonical approach (called canon criticism) is being advocated even by those who would not call themselves evangelical Christians. They study a book as a whole to see what it teaches. This has been a welcome trend, and it has produced some outstanding and helpful studies of Biblical texts.

However, some (not all6) people advocating this canonical approach would say that it does not matter if the words attributed to Moses were not said by Moses himself. They say that what we need to learn is the teaching of the book without bothering with historical details. I find that approach unsatisfactory. If Deuteronomy contains God’s clear teaching to his people, and if it is inspired so as to become a definite infallible source of authority for our belief and practice, shouldn’t we expect its basic historical premise—that these are indeed Moses’ words—to be true? After all, it claims to contain the speeches that Moses gave to the Israelites and claims that God is the one who is behind those speeches (1:3)! If the claims it makes for itself are inaccurate, I do not think we could come to the book as being a bearer of ultimate and trustworthy teaching that will have an exclusive and authoritative claim on our thinking and behavior.

The Scriptures contain many radical teachings that run contrary to popular thinking, and embracing those teachings is not easy today. In this environment I cannot see how the Bible could become our reliable and ultimate source of authority for faith and practice if we do not accept some of the things it claims for itself. We could drop things that we don’t like by claiming that those statements are not historically reliable and that they do not reflect the mind of God. This is what many have done with radical statements of Christ that present him as divine and absolute Lord. These claims go against the pluralist mood of the present day, and they are rejected on the grounds that they come from a period much later than Jesus and therefore should not be attributed to him.7 I believe it is not necessary for us to jettison statements in the Bible because of a suspicion that they are not historically accurate. A strong case has been made by several writers in recent years for the historical reliability of both the Old and the New Testaments.8

Today people who call themselves Christians are discarding some teachings of the Bible and accepting lifestyles that are contrary to these teachings. For example, homosexual practice, which is explicitly prohibited in Leviticus 18:22; 20:13, is accepted as a legitimate alternate lifestyle by some who call themselves Christians. If we really believed that God gave those commands to Moses, we would be more cautious about discarding them. Deuteronomy clearly teaches that sex belongs within marriage (22:13–29) and that adultery is prohibited (5:18). But adultery is publicly and shamelessly flouted by famous people and reported in the news media as something quite normal. Sadly, the statistics seem to show that the incidence of extramarital sex is quite high among those who call themselves Christians. If Christians understood that God himself gave those prohibitions to Moses, they would be much more reluctant to violate them. And that is the claim that Deuteronomy makes. Deuteronomy 1:3 says, “Moses spoke to the people of Israel according to all that the LORD had given him in commandment to them.”

Deuteronomy and Hittite Treaties

Moses’ aim in his final speeches is to ensure that the people will remain faithful to God. He reminds them that they are a people under a covenant with God. It probably is not accidental then that the book takes a form somewhat similar to the covenants made by people at that time. We should be cautious about attaching too much significance to the similarities between Deuteronomy and the ancient Hittite treaties that have been discovered. However, the two listings below show the parallels between the parts of a Hittite treaty and the contents of Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy, of course, is not a political treaty like the Hittite treaties but a document describing the covenant between God and his people.

Scholars differ about the precise ways in which the parts of a Hittite treaty should be described. We know for sure that the treaties in Moses’ time generally had the six parts (see the column on the left in the chart below). The right column shows Deuteronomy structured according to a pattern that shows remarkable similarities to the Hittite treaties.

Figure 1.1: Hittite Treaties and Deuteronomy
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Pattern of Deuteronomy


    

    
      	
1. A preamble: announcing the treaty and those who are a party to it


      	
1. Preamble (1:1–5)


    

    
      	
2. A historical prologue: remembering the previous relations between the parties


      	
2. Historical prologue (1:6—4:49)


    

    
      	
3. General stipulations (conditions): setting out the nature of the future relationship between the two parties


      	
3. General stipulations (chs. 5—11)


    

    
      	
4. Specific stipulations: the detailed requirements applicable to the weaker party


      	
4. Specific stipulations (chs. 12—26)


    

    
      	
5. Witnesses: gods were called to witness the treaty


      	
5. Witnesses (ch. 32). Calls on heaven and earth to witness the words of Israel


    

    
      	
6. Blessings and curses: these are pronounced for loyalty and disloyalty respectively


      	
6. Blessings and curses (chs. 27, 28)


    




The six features in the pattern of Deuteronomy introduce us to six very important features in a healthy life of faith. We will have occasion to look at them in some detail in the rest of this book.

Disobedience Slows Us Down (1:1–3)

The first three verses of Deuteronomy give some introductory historical and geographical notes. Verse 1 says that the words of this book were spoken by Moses “beyond the Jordan in the wilderness, in the Arabah opposite Suph. . . .” The Arabah was a rift valley running from the Sea of Galilee in the north all the way to the Gulf of Aqaba, which is some distance south of the Dead Sea. Verse 5 also gives the historical context: “Beyond the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses undertook to explain this law. . . .” God’s people are in the northern part of the Arabah. The promised lands east of the River Jordan have been conquered. Now it is time to go into the main portion of the promised land west of the Jordan.

Verse 2 makes a strange observation: “It is eleven days’ journey from Horeb by the way of Mount Seir to Kadesh-barnea.” Horeb is another name for Sinai and is the preferred name in Deuteronomy (Deuteronomy uses the word Sinai only once [33:2]). Kadesh-barnea is where they camped after leaving Horeb. This is at the border of the promised land, and it is from here that they sent the twelve spies to check out the land (Numbers 13; Deuteronomy 1:19–25). They had left Horeb a long time ago. Verse 3 even gives the time that these events took place: “In the fortieth year, on the first day of the eleventh month . . . ” This is the only time specification in the whole book. And “fortieth year” refers to the time calculated from when they left Egypt.

There seems to be a reason for mentioning the eleven-day journey just before mentioning the fortieth year. It takes eleven days to travel from Horeb to the border of Canaan. But it took forty years for the whole journey from Egypt to Canaan. They traveled for about two years before coming to Kadesh. This means it took about thirty-eight years to go from the border of Canaan to Canaan itself and only eleven days to go from Horeb to the border. That is the price of disobedience! The thirty-eight-year wilderness wandering was a punishment for the stubborn disobedience of the people. Deuteronomy will refer to this many times. Disobedience never pays. God will forgive us when we repent, but the consequences of sin make it sheer folly to disobey. Disobedience slows down our progress!

Verse 3 says that “Moses spoke to the people of Israel according to all that the LORD had given him in commandment to them.” The book consists of God’s words given in a specific historical setting. Here it differs in style from the Qur’an, which contains absolute statements that claim to be directly given by God. In the Bible the style of the writers and the contents of their writings differ according to their personalities, experiences, and the specific cultural situations in which they lived. If we are to fully understand the meaning of a text we must work hard to understand the context from which it arose. This makes for an exciting lifelong pilgrimage of discovery as we seek to understand the Bible.

The fact that Deuteronomy was written to a specific context adds a freshness and relevance to it. The places, people, and experiences mentioned in Deuteronomy are real. This is why the Bible is so relevant to everyday life. I will never forget a conversation I had one day with a colleague working in our drug rehab ministry while we were traveling to our rehab center. We were talking about the things of the Lord, and suddenly my colleague said, “When I read Paul’s epistles, I feel that Paul himself may have been a drug addict at some time.” He told me that the struggle with sin that Paul records in Romans 7 is very similar to the experience of drug dependents. Our study of Deuteronomy will show how relevant it is to our lives today.

Moses Gives the People God’s Word (1:3b, 5, 6)

A Practically Relevant Word from God (1:3b, 5)

Moses is an aged leader who has led his people from slavery to the brink of possessing a land that will be permanently theirs. He knows he is soon going to die. Now he speaks for the last time to these people whom he has led for forty years. He is considered by many to be the greatest national leader in history. You can imagine the eager anticipation of the audience. These messages will need to be motivational in tone because the people have a river to cross and a few battles to win before they take possession of the land. They will also need to be exhortational, because the people will face many temptations to disobedience, and remaining faithful to God is going to be a big challenge.

What approach would Moses take? Would he dazzle the people with creativity and brilliance that would elicit praise from them for his eloquence? That is what many consider to be a great speech today. Moses’ intention is not to leave an impression of his brilliance. He has a far more important task before him. He has to give people the word of God that will mediate to the people the health and stability they need in order to face their challenges successfully.

Verse 3b says, “Moses spoke to the people of Israel according to all that the LORD had given him in commandment to them.” Verse 5 explains this further: “Beyond the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses undertook to explain this law.” What the people needed most was not eloquence or attractive speeches. They needed a word from God.

A short while later, when commissioning Moses’ successor Joshua, God told Joshua, “This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success” (Joshua 1:8). The path of prosperity and success for Joshua was the path of obedience to the Word of God. It would be so for Joshua’s people too. So when Moses addresses them, just before Joshua is appointed, he expounds God’s Word to them.

When will we learn that our great responsibility as leaders is to get our people into the Word? That is what will help them successfully tackle the challenges they face. I think one reason for the woeful statistics, showing that Christians are not behaving very differently from non-Christians today, is that the church has focused much on keeping the people entertained and much less on making them strong through the Word. In this marketing-oriented era we have concentrated on providing people a program they will like and have neglected our responsibility to give them “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27). Jesus asked God to “sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). People who are not properly fed the Word will not be sanctified.

I am amazed at how many Christian leaders today think that it is not appropriate to expound the Scriptures in their regular preaching to their people. A prominent evangelical leader once told me that he exegetes society more than exegeting the Scriptures so that he can give a relevant message to the people. But wouldn’t the message of the Creator to his creation be most relevant to people? Indeed, because the Bible is a message for all time we will need to work hard at applying its eternal message to a particular context. Yes, we must exegete society, but it is even more important to exegete Scripture because that is where the power to change lives lies.

The challenge to exegete both Scripture and society and then integrate the results into an attractive and powerful message calls for hard work. But our desire to faithfully fulfill our call would make us take on this tough challenge. I believe a primary reason for the scarcity of relevant expository preaching in the church today is that preachers are not willing to devote the time needed to do that well.

Another reason is that we live in a postmodern society where the value of objective truth has been greatly diminished. This affects us because objective truth is basic to Christianity, and it is given to us in the Bible. Therefore, today we need evangelists for objective truth. Earlier we had the challenge of convincing people that the gospel is the truth. Now we have the more basic challenge of convincing people that truth is valuable, necessary, and appealing.

Some people say that Biblical preaching does not attract people anymore. The answer to that is not to stop doing Biblical preaching. It is to do it in a way that is attractive. We may use creative means of communication and the new methods that are currently popular in society. We can use things like story, drama, film, PowerPoint, dialogue, and discussion. But the driving force should be the Scriptures. That should never be dethroned by the methods we are using. All the methods are servants of the truth of the Word that needs to be communicated.

A Year of Equipping the People (1:6)

The major job of equipping the people with God’s Word took place at Horeb (Sinai) when God gave Moses the Law and Moses explained it to the people. In Deuteronomy, Moses reminds the people of the things they were taught at Horeb. Moses’ first speech begins with God telling the people that they had stayed long enough at Horeb and that now it was time for them to move on (1:6). They had to spend approximately a year (see Exodus 19:1; Numbers 10:11) at Mount Horeb9 learning from God before they went any farther. After that year God says, “You have stayed long enough at this mountain” (1:6) and commands them to proceed with the journey. This long stay follows the pattern of God giving people an extended period of preparation before they launch out into difficult projects.

Moses started his leadership of the Israelites at the ripe old age of eighty years. It would look like a waste of time for him to be hidden for so long while there was the urgent need of delivering his suffering people. Need or no need, we must let people be spiritually prepared for the challenges they face before giving them the huge responsibility of leadership. So Jesus started his public ministry only when he was “about 30 years of age” (Luke 3:23). Paul became an evangelist immediately after his conversion, but several years elapsed before he joined Barnabas to begin what would become his life’s work.

Paul asks Timothy not to appoint recent converts to leadership in the church, because they could get conceited and become prey to Satan’s devices (1 Timothy 3:6). Some new believers seem eminently qualified for leadership, because they have the personality and gifts that go into making a good leader. Others have so much enthusiasm for the work that, given the shortage of leaders, we see them as the answer to our need for people to carry out our programs. But until the Word has taken solid root in their lives they are too immature to handle the challenges of Christian leadership. They will be forced to become something they are not. They begin to live beyond their resources and are vulnerable to Satan’s tricks. One of the most important ingredients of nurturing leaders is feeding them with the Word and developing them into people of the Book. By that we mean that they should know the Word (2 Timothy 3:14–17), know how to handle the Word (2 Timothy 2:15), and depend on the Word for guidance (Psalm 109:105).
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Keys to Launching out into Fresh Exploits

DEUTERONOMY 1:4–8

[image: ]

DEUTERONOMY BEGINS WITH an introduction that explained when and where Moses gave the speeches that formed the bulk of the book (1:1–5). His first speech (1:6—4:43) will major on the history of the people up to that point. The historical section charts the progress of the people after the time they spent in Horeb (or Sinai) where God gave them the Law. The start of Moses’ speech gives God’s command to the people to launch into what should have been the last leg of their journey to the promised land after a year at Mt. Horeb. Sadly, their disobedience made it only a penultimate stage of the journey. Yet we see some interesting features of Moses’ strategy to motivate them to move forward on this crucial journey. It gives us some keys to launching out into fresh exploits.

The Inspiration: Past Victories (1:4, 5)

First, however, we will look at verse 4, which is part of the introduction of the book of Deuteronomy before the record of Moses’ first speech. The whole book is also intended to motivate the people to enter the promised land and to live faithfully to God in the land, and what is found in verse 4 will help motivate them to do this. It says that Moses gave the speeches of Deuteronomy “after he had defeated Sihon the king of the Amorites, who lived in Heshbon, and Og the king of Bashan, who lived in Ashtaroth and in Edrei.” The next verse shows that because of these two victories the people have now come to the brink of the main part of the promised land and have even taken over the lands east of Jordan that God had planned to give them: “Beyond the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses undertook to explain this law” (1:5).

The significance of the victory over the kings Sihon and Og is evidenced by the fact that, apart from the two basic descriptions of this event in Numbers and Deuteronomy (Numbers 21:21–26; Deuteronomy 2:26—3:11), the victory is mentioned four other times in Deuteronomy (1:4; 4:46–47; 29:7–8; 31:4) and eleven times in other parts of the Old Testament,1 yielding a total of seventeen occurrences. The victory appears as part of a song of praise three times (Numbers 21:27–32; Psalm 135:10–12; 136:17–22).

The reason for the frequent repetition is that God’s intervention in giving us victories in the past gives us confidence and the assurance of God’s similar intervention as we face present challenges. This is well expressed in the promise God gave to Joshua when he commissioned him: “No man shall be able to stand before you all the days of your life. Just as I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will not leave you or forsake you” (Joshua 1:5). The same idea appears in the frequent way in which God and Biblical writers describe God as the God of Abraham and of Isaac and of Jacob or the God who made a covenant with those three patriarchs. I found twenty-two occurrences of this idea in the Bible, one of them in the present passage (Deuteronomy 1:8).2

The tragedy is that after all the Israelites saw of God’s provision, intervention, and victory, when they were faced with big challenges they almost always lost heart and rebelled against God. Unfortunately, we do the same thing! When there is a tough challenge we grumble and say that God is not looking after us. I am writing this in the USA where I am spending five weeks during a writing break. Owing to some practical problems my wife is not with me. I have three such times of separation on this trip. And sometimes I revolt against the idea and act as if God has failed me. It is hard to travel alone. But hardship is an essential part of the Christian life. I need to keep telling myself that the Lord who has looked after me all these years will do so this time too.

Sometimes when things are not working out as we wish and we are faced with huge challenges, we reject the idea of waiting on God to act, and we try to solve our problems our way. In Sri Lanka it is sometimes very difficult for Christian women to find spouses who are committed to Christ. As they get older and are still unmarried, some of them say they have waited long enough and take matters into their own hands and marry an unbeliever.

I have heard many Christians say that God has not looked after them even though they were faithful to God. This is something we must not say. We are people who were headed for an eternal Hell, and that was because we deserved it. And God has given us an eternal home in Heaven. How small our momentary troubles are in comparison with our eternal reward (2 Corinthians 4:17)! But even during our brief life as Christians God has helped us so many times, and he has helped others we know. And what about all that the Bible tells us about how God looks after his people?

The mention of the victory over the two kings Sihon and Og seventeen times in the Bible encourages us also to use our past victories, which demonstrated God’s faithfulness and power, as encouragements to pursue God’s way in anticipation of final victory.

The Occasion: God’s Guidance (1:6, 7)

The God Who Guides (1:6)

Moses’ first speech begins with God’s summons to the people to leave Horeb and proceed northward toward the promised land: “The LORD our God said to us in Horeb, ‘You have stayed long enough at this mountain. Turn and take your journey, and go to the hill country of the Amorites and to all their neighbors in the Arabah’” (1:6, 7). Note that Moses refers to God as “the LORD our God” (1:6). This way of identifying God points to the covenant relationship between God and the people. The word “LORD” is a translation of the Hebrew word probably spelled as “Yahweh,”3 which is the covenant name of God. (The usual Hebrew word for Lord, adonay, is translated as “Lord” in most English translations.) The Israelites seem to have been reluctant to pronounce the distinctive name of God and chose to use the word Lord when reading the Old Testament. The expressions “LORD our God” or “LORD your God” appear 260 times in Deuteronomy. We belong to him, and in a sense he belongs to us in a covenant relationship. That is the most important thing about us. We are his, and he is ours.

As we face challenges in our lives, as we launch into challenging exploits—like a new job or a difficult project—often all we have to fall back on is the knowledge that the Lord is our God. Things may look bleak. The task may be very difficult. It may seem like a huge risk to launch out into the dark unknown. But we know that he has promised to look after us and that we have tried to be obedient to him. As our God, he has been with us before and has seen us through, and we can trust him to see us through again. Sometimes when problems come we are tempted to give up. Then we brace ourselves because of the promises, and we persevere.

As leaders we must spur people along the path of obedience, when they get discouraged and want to give up, by pointing them to the God who is with them. Some who have faced many tough experiences and failures in life may tend to lose hope when the going gets tough. They can’t believe that God will look after them. A timid Christian is buying a house, and he faces many obstacles along the way. When the problems keep mounting, he considers giving up and going on living in rented housing without purchasing his own house. A Christian friend spurs him on to believe in God and persevere so that he ultimately experiences God’s good provision. A woman doing a difficult ministry faces so many obstacles, failures, and disappointments that she is considering giving up the work. A friend urges her to accept the truth of 1 Thessalonians 5:24: “He who calls you is faithful; he will surely do it.”

A word of prayer with such people, an exhortation, or a gentle rebuke will help them stay on course. Moses motivated the people by constantly reminding them that the Lord of the universe is their God in a covenant relationship.

The Time to Move Forward (1:6, 7)

Before commanding the people, God says, “You have stayed long enough at this mountain” (1:6). This refers to their yearlong stay at Horeb. Then he tells them to start journeying and gives a long list of places they are to go to: “Turn and take your journey, and go to the hill country of the Amorites and to all their neighbors in the Arabah, in the hill country and in the lowland and in the Negeb and by the seacoast, the land of the Canaanites, and Lebanon, as far as the great river, the river Euphrates” (1:7). This is a command to go and occupy the land originally promised on oath to Abraham and his descendants (Genesis 15:18–21).

After a year of being taught by God at Mt. Horeb (Sinai), now the time has come to move forward. The preparation time is over; now is the time to act. They are asked to “turn” or “break camp” (NIV). The Hebrew word translated “turn” (panah) is used sixteen times in Deuteronomy. It appears seven times in connection with the record of the journey from Horeb to Moab in chapters 1—3.4 McConville says that the word “carries the connotation of decision, a leaving behind and setting the face to the new destination.” After a period of learning, they need to launch out into the active path of progress.

Often in life we have to make decisions to move away from where we are and travel in another direction. When the time to do that has come, we cannot delay. We have to “break camp,” say good-bye to the things and people we are comfortable with, and decisively move forward. In this process we need to be very sensitive to God so that we sense what his mind is on this launch forward. Often he gives us a sense that the time is ripe for us to move.

Sometimes when we know that we need to do a certain action, we delay doing it. I find that when I am writing a book, one of the hardest things is to start writing a new chapter. I may have taken a break from writing after completing the previous chapter in order to read or take a rest. The laziness regarding starting may cause me to think of many other things that need to be done so that I “cannot” start the writing. I may do further study even though I have read enough to start writing. I may decide that my desk needs to be cleared up or that I need to do some visiting.

Sometimes when we should be moving forward decisively we keep asking questions, claiming that we want to clear our doubts, but in reality they are tactics to delay doing something difficult. When the powerful King Nebuchadnezzar found out that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to bow down before the great image that he had built, he lectured them and said he was giving them one more chance to save their lives. They faced the prospect of being thrown into a fiery furnace. The king taunted them with his final challenge: “But if you do not worship, you shall immediately be cast into a burning fiery furnace. And who is the god who will deliver you out of my hands?” (Daniel 3:15). The young men calmly replied, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter” (Daniel 3:16). The king already knew about their God and his power, so there was no need to talk any more about this. This was not the time for discussion; this was time for action. Their decision had been made. They were going to obey God rather than the king!

The founder of Operation Mobilization, George Verwer, is credited with having said, “Some people say they are waiting for a call. What they need is not a call. That they have already received. What they need is a kick in the pants!” Once the decision to move forward is made, then there is no turning back.

The Motivation: The Promise of God (1:8)

Promises Contingent on Obedience

The command is followed by an encouragement to persevere based on the promise that God had made to the fathers of the Israelite nation. “See, I have set the land before you. Go in and take possession of the land that the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give to them and to their offspring after them” (1:8). First he says, “See, I have set the land before you.” What the ESV translates as “set” the NIV translates as “given,” though the more literal “set” may be more appropriate here. The NASB translates the expression as, “I have placed the land before you.” It’s there for the taking, but the people have to go in and take it. So God continues, “Go in and take possession of the land that the LORD swore to your fathers.”

The generation that was given this command refused to obey God and did not take hold of the promise. Therefore, only their children entered the promised land. Earl Kalland explains, “The promise . . . was irrevocable, but the fulfillment in time and personnel was contingent on the people’s obedience to the Lord’s directives to enter, conquer, and take possession of the land.” The blessing that God gives his people is freely available for us to take hold of, but we must obey. If we turn away from God’s path, these promises are going to be fulfilled in the lives of others. Churches that were vibrant at one time may die spiritually, but God will raise up other groups to demonstrate vital Christianity to the nation.

There is a warning for us here. Though the promises of God are there for us to take hold of and enjoy, we could forfeit the blessing by disobeying even though we, like Moses’ generation, have experienced many blessings in the past. We must not take the promises for granted. We must always be alert lest the place of blessedness that God intended for us is taken away from us and given to another. That this does happen is evidenced by the fact that many who showed great potential at one time end their lives in defeat and fruitlessness, while others from whom we did not expect much end up being mightily used by God. Paul said, “But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified” (1 Corinthians 9:27).

The verb translated “take possession” (yarash) “appears about fifty times in Deuteronomy relative to Israel’s occupation of the land.”5 Important but difficult tasks could be neglected or not done owing to disobedience; therefore they need to be reiterated. Jesus did this with the Great Commission, which appears at least seven times in the record of the last week of his life and the events that followed the resurrection.6

The Promises Are Repeated

Perhaps an even greater motivation to obedience is the promise of God. So the land they are to possess is described as “the land that the LORD swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give to them and to their offspring after them” (1:8). T. W. Cartledge points out that “in the OT, any promise of God is tantamount to an oath.”7 So the use of the verb “swear” for God’s promises is most appropriate. This verb (shaba) appears thirty-three times in Deuteronomy—twenty times in connection with the promise of the land, eight times in connection with God’s promise to show his covenant love and care for Israel, three times to refer to God’s swearing that Moses and his generation will not enter the land, and twice to refer to human oaths.

There is no doubt about God keeping his promises. The problem is that we lose hope, give up on God, and try to get what we want by another route. We need to be reminded over and over about the promises of God. When God first spoke to Abraham he promised him three things—a large nation arising from him (Genesis 12:2), a land (Genesis 12:1, 7), and that he would be a blessing (Genesis 12:2, 3). These three promises appear in verses 10, 8, and 11 respectively in Deuteronomy 1.

According to the Bible the promises of God are a great aid to obedience. Peter says, “. . . he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire” (2 Peter 1:4). When our sinful desires threaten to take us away from God’s path, we remind ourselves of the promises. When we think that we need to watch something unclean on the Internet or on TV in order to get pleasure, we remind ourselves of the promise that “no good thing does he withhold from those who walk uprightly” (Psalm 84:11). God will give us the pleasure we need if we obey him. So disobedience is both unnecessary and harmful to us. Those who start an affair giving the excuse that their spouses do not satisfy them also make this mistake and a serious error in judgment.

Our passage gets the speeches of Moses off to a very positive start. The future is as bright as the promises of God. How sad that those who first heard the words of verses 6–8 in their original context did not see those promises fulfilled in their lifetime. But their children did, because they believed the promises and heeded God’s command to obey him. They conquered the opposition and occupied the land. Those struggling with the challenge of obedience, perhaps discouraged by the behavior of their leaders and spiritual ancestors, do not need to give up. The promises of God come over and over to them. God’s promises are like oaths; they are sure. “He who calls you is faithful; he will surely do it” (1 Thessalonians 5:24).
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Leadership and Growth

DEUTERONOMY 1:9–15
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MANY CONSIDER MOSES TO BE the greatest national leader in history, an opinion with which I concur. So the story of Moses would be a good source for learning about great leadership. This study will look at two key issues that leaders of growing movements deal with: stress and delegation. Our passage (1:9–15) is part of Moses’ first speech (1:6—4:43) given at the gateway to the main portion of the promised land to the west of the River Jordan. In this speech Moses gives a historical survey of what had happened to the people from the time they left Horeb (Sinai) up to the point where they were at that time.

Here he talks about how he appointed leaders to take over some of his burden. The parallel account in Exodus 18 says that this was initiated by Moses’ father-in-law Jethro. Here it looks like Moses initiated it. This does not mean that one account is right and the other wrong. The difference in the two accounts shows the difference in perspective. In the Deuteronomy passage the focus is on Moses and his relationship with the people. There is no need to mention Jethro’s role here. Though it is not mentioned, neither is it denied. Jethro initiated the idea, and Moses fully accepted it and made it his own.

Growth and Stress (1:9–12)

Stress Is Inevitable in a Growing Movement (1:9, 10)

After recording how God asked the people to leave Horeb (Sinai) and travel toward the promised land, Moses says, “At that time I said to you, ‘I am not able to bear you by myself. The LORD your God has multiplied you, and behold, you are today as numerous as the stars of heaven’” (1:9, 10). The time Moses is speaking of is the period prior to the departure from Horeb. Moses says that the stress he is experiencing is because the people have multiplied so rapidly.

Any leader of a growing movement will face stress. Paul tells the Corinthians, “And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant?” (2 Corinthians 11:28, 29). Christians are not perfected this side of Heaven. Leaders who love their people, as Paul gives evidence of doing in this passage, will experience stress over the people’s imperfections. That is an aspect of love: concern for the imperfect object of love.

Yet there can be unnecessary stress. As we shall shortly see, some of Moses’ stress was unnecessary.

We Must Talk about Our Stress (1:9–12)

Moses and Paul did not keep their stress to themselves and suffer alone. Our passage and the passage from Paul quoted above show that they talked about the problem openly. Leaders need to talk about their problems, wisely and in the right setting, so they can find solutions to those problems. In this way we involve God and other people in finding a solution to the problems.

Some people who bear their stress alone without sharing the pain of it with anyone end up angry with the church or organization they serve in and angry with the people with whom they work. They don’t make good leaders because their anger gets in the way of acting in a healthy manner. Leaders sometimes need to be angry with their people and with situations so they can be motivated to bring about change. But unshared anger soon turns to bitterness that is destructive to people and organizations.

Bitter leaders usually cause others to lose their motivation and enthusiasm because they say things that hurt and dampen that enthusiasm. Their attitude also often fosters disunity in the body. Without the security of having a stable leader, the people also get insecure, and in their insecurity they do things that hurt others and break unity. Their bitterness makes them become bad Christians because they lack the joy of the Lord, which is a key ingredient of Christian character.

Good leaders are change agents. They have an ambition to see their group healthy, mature, and fruitful. When they see themselves losing their motivation, they realize that this will be a huge obstacle to healthy growth. So they talk about the problems with a view to finding solutions to them.

The People’s Problems Become the Leader’s Problems (1:12)

In verse 12 Moses gives another reason for his stress: “How can I bear by myself the weight and burden of you and your strife?” Three causes are given here: their “weight,” their “burden,” and their “strife.”

It is difficult to say what the exact difference is between “weight” and “burden.” The NIV and certain other translations render “weight” as “problems.” The only other time this Hebrew word appears in the Old Testament is in a very negative context: “. . . they have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them” (Isaiah 1:14b). These people were certainly a headache to Moses. They grumbled constantly; they rebelled so often that the term “stiff-necked” (meaning “stubborn”) is used of them eight times in Exodus and Deuteronomy (NIV). Yet when people grumble, leaders cannot just ignore it. They must respond. It hurts them, as we see in the case of Moses who sometimes overreacted to their grumbling. These overreactions cost him the opportunity to go into the promised land.

The second word is translated “burden” by both the ESV and NIV, and it appears thirty-four times in the Bible, often in a positive way. In most of these occurrences it refers to the burdens that one must carry as one’s duty. The dictionary defines it as “burden, load, cargo, that which is lifted up/carried.”1 This fits in with our understanding of this word as referring to the duties of leadership. Keil and Delitzsch explain, “The burden and cumbrance of the nation are the nation itself, with all its affairs and transactions, which pressed upon the shoulders of Moses.” Few aspiring for the position of leadership realize the responsibility that leadership entails. Perhaps if they see that before becoming leaders, they would not aspire to leadership so eagerly.

The third cause for stress in verse 12 is described as “your strife.” This must refer to the legal disputes about which we are told in verses 16, 17. Here is another factor that saps the energy of leaders: disunity. The psalmist says, “Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!” (Psalm 133:1). But when there is no unity, it is not good and it is not pleasant. Disunity affects the morale of all who are actively involved. And it drains the energy of the leader.

Often today leaders ignore unity issues that crop up in their work. Sometimes they get a specialist to handle it. Sometimes they simply dismiss the person who is alleged to be the cause of the problem from the group to which he or she belongs. But that is not the Biblical method. Paul’s epistles, especially 1 Corinthians and Philippians, show that he got actively involved in solving unity problems. Leaders have to confront the issues and work toward unity. I can say that in my thirty-four years in the leadership of Youth for Christ/Sri Lanka, nothing sapped my emotional strength more than disunity among the leaders. I did not like to face the issue, as it is usually very unpleasant, but I had no choice.

What this passage goes on to say, however, is that one leader does not need to confront all the problems alone. Some responsibilities can be delegated to others.

Delegation (1:11, 13, 15)

We Must Not Stop Growth (1:11)

In Moses’ case we see that his stress was caused by growth, and growth is a blessing. As McConville says, “The ‘problem’ is actually a function of blessing.” When a movement grows, new problems will arise. Some will complain about these and keep talking about the “good old days.” Usually those who complain about the “good old days” were complainers during the supposedly good old days, too! Change does come with growth, and we cannot avoid that.

One solution to this problem is to have things nice and small, so that the leader can control everything. Usually micromanagers—leaders who want to be in control of every little detail—cannot lead large and growing groups. Usually micromanaging leaders are insecure people who are afraid to risk entrusting major responsibilities to others. Their insecurity causes them to be threatened by capable and creative people. It is dangerous to hand over the leadership of growing movements to such people.

Moses had no regrets about the growth of Israel, even though he had to face huge challenges because of that growth. So he says, “May the LORD, the God of your fathers, make you a thousand times as many as you are and bless you, as he has promised you!” (1:11). He wishes for the growth to take place even more rapidly. Similarly, leaders today must be very careful about stifling a growing segment of the group of which they are leaders.

For us the numerical growth of the church means that many people who were lost are saved, unless the church specializes in stealing the sheep belonging to other flocks! The vision of the lostness of people without Christ gives us a passion for numerical growth. The passion for the lost is well expressed by Paul: “For it is all for your sake, so that as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God” (2 Corinthians 4:15). The greatest affront to God is that people who were created to live under his lordship live in rebellion against him. Therefore, the glory that comes to God through lost people who find Christ is immense. We have the privilege of playing a part in enhancing the glory of God through evangelism. So when people come to Christ we are thrilled, not primarily because we have grown, but because lost people have found salvation and God has been glorified.

So we must not stop growth. But with growth comes new problems, and we need to deal with those.

Delegation: A Key to Conquering Stress (1:13, 17c)

The stress that Moses had was unnecessarily aggravated by the fact that he had not delegated some of his responsibilities. This problem had become acute because the people had multiplied. Indeed, the leadership must confront the problems of the people. But one leader does not need to do all the confronting. We are not messiahs; we do not need to do everything that needs to be done by the leadership of a group. We need to find leaders who can share the burden with us. This is what Moses does. He tells the people, “Choose for your tribes wise, understanding, and experienced men, and I will appoint them as your heads” (1:13). From now on only the extreme cases will be brought to Moses who will act as something like the Chief Justice. In verse 17c Moses says, “And the case that is too hard for you, you shall bring to me, and I will hear it.”

Delegation is a key to overcoming un-Biblical stress in the life of a leader. Before that, of course, we need to invest in people so that they understand the inside workings of our group. Clearly the Israelites had such people who could be appointed to the role. We have to open up ourselves and our dreams to others. Then we have to trust them to carry the ball and move forward. Unfortunately, the controlling type of micromanager may not have people available to take on such responsibilities. Often they have young and enthusiastic workers who are excited by the program and are willing to work under the controlling leader. But once they become mature and have visions of their own, they find the environment too restricting, and they leave. This is usually very painful because often controlling leaders have cared for their people sacrificially. So it is very painful to see them depart.

In our passage it is implied that Moses is not going to know many of the problems faced by the people. Leaders need to keep in touch with the people and ensure that the organizational structure does not isolate them from contact with the rank and file. But they are not going to know everything that is happening like they did when the group was small. This is part of the surrender that takes place with appointing leaders and trusting them to lead.

That Moses was willing to surrender control is evidenced through an incident that may have taken place at the same time that the leaders were appointed. It was when the Spirit fell on seventy elders resulting in their prophesying (Numbers 11:16–30). Moses is informed that two individuals, Eldad and Medad, were prophesying in their camp apart from the group that met under Moses. Moses’ loyal assistant Joshua says, “My lord Moses, stop them” (Numbers 11:28). Moses’ response shows that he was not worried that good things were happening without his knowledge or control: “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the LORD’s people were prophets, that the LORD would put his Spirit on them!” (Numbers 11:29).

Nine verses after this statement we read the words, “Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on the face of the earth” (Numbers 12:3). The secret of his greatness was that he was not a self-serving leader. Leadership was not a thing that he used to boost his status. As movements grow, leaders will need to let go of some of their control and let others do things that they once did and liked doing.

Sometimes the new leaders may do things differently than the way we did them. Because personalities differ, leadership styles and methods of doing things will also differ from leader to leader. But if the basic principles are not violated, we must give the new leaders the freedom to do things their way. Even God included the respect for personality differences in the forming of Scripture. This is why we have four different Gospels recording the life and work of Jesus in four different styles. The Muslims find this difficult to understand because they see the Qur’an as inspired in the sense that Muhammad was only a passive recipient of the words of God—like a typewriter. When God gave us the Bible, he permitted the personality of the authors to be stamped on the material they wrote, a factor that makes Bible study so much more exciting.

I had the great privilege of speaking at the International Conference of Operation Mobilization (OM) at which the leadership mantel of OM was passed on from its founder George Verwer to Peter Maiden. Verwer had led the movement for forty-five years. Among the tributes given at this gathering was one by Alfy Franks, a close associate of Verwer and the first leader of the work in India. He said that Verwer had told him that he did not agree with about 25 percent of the financial and administrative decisions that the movement took as it grew. But he allowed the administrative people to go the way they felt was best for the organization. I think these disagreements were not on basic principles but on how to apply those principles.

Great people focus on the grand task and impart the vision of this to others. They allow these other leaders to implement the vision they imparted in the way that they (the other leaders) think is best. Under such a leadership structure Operation Mobilization was able to have an amazing impact for the kingdom of God. An estimated one billion people have been touched by this work through book exhibitions on the ships, literature evangelism, ministry teams, and other projects. They now have about 100,000 workers worldwide.

The Small Group Method (1:15)

The method of delegation adopted by Moses was somewhat similar to the small group method popular in growing churches today. Verse 15 says, “So I took the heads of your tribes, wise and experienced men, and set them as heads over you, commanders of thousands, commanders of hundreds, commanders of fifties, commanders of tens, and officers, throughout your tribes.” Usually one cannot really care properly for over ten to fifteen people. If we have too many people to supervise, some will get neglected. You cannot see to the needs of everyone, and even if you do address these needs you cannot do much about them as you are overstretched.

When Jesus, the Savior of the world, lived on earth with many of the limitations of humans, he too needed to narrow his focus to concentrate on a smaller group of people to whom he could hand over the leadership of his work. “He called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles” (Luke 6:13). Mark gives two reasons for appointing these twelve apostles: “And he appointed twelve (whom he also named apostles) so that they might be with him and he might send them out to preach” (Mark 3:14). He loved the whole world and died for everyone, but when he lived on earth he could “be with” and train only a few people to send out as preachers.

Today we are seeing different structures that are trying to apply this small group principle. They are called by different names—cell groups, house groups, home fellowships, class meetings, home cells, G-12—and there is a variation in the culture of the different groups. But hopefully the principle that it is a means of caring for the flock is present in all the groups.

Appointing Leaders (1:13–15)

Qualifications for Leadership (1:13)

In verse 13 Moses gives the qualifications needed for being chosen to the leadership role he is proposing: “Choose for your tribes wise, understanding, and experienced men, and I will appoint them as your heads.” Leaders must be “wise” and “understanding.” These two qualities are similar, though the second seems to have more of the meaning of discernment.2 Putting together two similar words like this strengthens the meaning, giving the resultant meaning of “very wise” (a literary device known as hendiadys).3 Leaders have to make many important decisions that impact many others and give advice in crucial situations. Therefore, we need to ensure that the persons appointed as leaders have sufficient practical wisdom.

Seniority alone is an insufficient qualification for this position. Leaders need to have the abilities required for the job. Zeal and talent alone are not enough. They must be able to direct that zeal and talent in wise ways. Some people are particularly gifted with wisdom. But even for them wisdom is fine-tuned through experience. At least three requirements are needed for that fine tuning. First, they must know God’s Word. The importance of this is underscored in the commissioning of Joshua when God told him, “This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success” (Joshua 1:8).

The second ingredient in fine-tuning wisdom is knowledge of the world in which we live. Jesus, with his true-to-life parables, and Paul, with his knowledge of the ideas and laws of the Gentiles he went to, showed that they knew about the inner and outer lives of the people with whom they were dealing. The Swiss theologian Karl Barth (1886–1968) is credited with having said that the preacher must have the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. This knowledge of the world also comes by simply being observant—watching what goes on in the world around us with the interest of a professional. John Wesley was walking with one of his preachers when they encountered two women quarreling. The preacher suggested that they walk on, but Wesley checked him. “Stay, Sammy, stay,” he said, “and learn to preach!”4

The third ingredient needed for acquiring wisdom is personal work. Skill in putting the knowledge of the Word and of the world into effective use comes from practicing its application in our lives and in the lives of those with whom we live and work. This is why working with people is so important, though it may be time-consuming and seemingly takes us away from what looks like our primary call. For example, a preacher may complain about having to visit hospitals as that takes him away from his sermon preparation. But the hospital is a good place to learn how to apply what we know of Christianity. This is why even specialists need to do some personal work. This is not a world in which machines and productivity are most important. Machines and productivity are servants of the most important factor in this world—human beings. Therefore leaders in the field of ideas, like theologians, and organizational leaders, like pastors and executives, should be skilled in dealing with people.

The next qualification for leadership is what the ESV, NASB, and McConville translate as “experienced” and the NIV and NRSV as “respected” and “reputable” respectively. This Hebrew word is found 873 times in the Old Testament and takes a wide variety of meanings that must be decided on based on the context.5 This accounts for the divergent translations here. The basic meaning of this word is “know” and may refer to knowing through intimate knowledge, perception, recognition, etc.

The underlying meaning is that these people must have a proven track record. This is why Paul counsels Timothy not to appoint “a recent convert” as a leader in the church because “he may become puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil” (1 Timothy 3:6). He has not developed an inner foundation of spiritual life that can handle the challenges of leadership. So he will become puffed up—trying to show that he is what he is not—and end up becoming prey to Satan’s attacks.

It is interesting that in the record in Exodus of this same selection of elders, the qualifications given by Moses’ father-in-law Jethro focus more on character: “Moreover, look for able men from all the people, men who fear God, who are trustworthy and hate a bribe” (Exodus 18:21). However, the qualifications given here in Deuteronomy focus more on wisdom and ability. The two are not mutually exclusive. In fact, Jethro first mentions ability and then goes to focus on character. In the Hebrew holistic idea of the human personality, ability without character was not acceptable ability.

The combination of character, wisdom, ability, and reputation as the basic criteria for the selection of leaders is one that is found often in the Bible. Seniority is a factor to consider, but it is only one factor (see Acts 6:3; 1 Timothy 3:2–13; Titus 1:5–9). On the ability side wisdom has a very high place. Some leaders may not be able to do some things that leaders are usually expected to do. But wise leaders will know the need and their lack of ability to meet the need, and they will ensure that this need is met through others compensating for their weaknesses.

Securing the Agreement of the People (1:14)

The people agreed with Moses’ suggestion. Moses tells the people, “And you answered me, ‘The thing that you have spoken is good for us to do’” (1:14). Working for agreement with our people is the ideal situation when it comes to decision-making. This is not an absolute principle because sometimes leaders have a prophetic role where they have to rebuke people and redirect them back to the path of God after they have strayed. Sometimes God gives them a work to do that others do not understand. The disciples did not understand or agree with Jesus’ prediction of his death. The churches Paul visited on his way to Jerusalem did not understand or agree with his decision to go to that city because they knew he was going to suffer there.

Still, the ideal situation is when all the parties concerned can come to a point of agreement. Luke says that when the apostles presented a resolution to the problem pertaining to rations for the Grecian widows, “what they said pleased the whole gathering” (Acts 6:5). At the Jerusalem Council after much debate and discussion the whole gathering was able to say, “. . . it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us . . . ” (Acts 15:28). Leaders must work at unanimity among the group. Sometimes this may take a lot of time to achieve, but the lost time is compensated for by a motivated team.

Even when we have to pursue a vision from God that others do not understand, we must do our best to get them to understand. Jesus talked many times to the disciples about his death and why it was necessary. Acts 21:12–14 has a moving description of the way Paul dealt with Luke and the loving Christians in Caesarea who were given a prophecy by Agabus about his impending arrest. Luke says, “When we heard this, we and the people there urged him not to go up to Jerusalem” (Acts 21:12). Their gentle, perplexed, and dedicated shepherd replies, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 21:13). They did not understand Paul’s reasoning, but they finally released him to do what he felt he needed to do: “And since he would not be persuaded, we ceased and said, ‘Let the will of the Lord be done’” (Acts 21:14).

Leaders Are Appointed (1:15)

Verse 15 tells us that Moses, having secured the agreement of the people, appointed leaders ensuring that a practical way was there for every person in the Jewish nation to be led by someone: “So I took the heads of your tribes, wise and experienced men, and set them as heads over you, commanders of thousands, commanders of hundreds, commanders of fifties, commanders of tens, and officers, throughout your tribes.” Note that they are called “commanders.” This points to the authority of the leader, which is a factor that we will discuss in the next chapter.

This passage shows a pattern that occurs often in the Bible. When a need for structural change is revealed, God’s people must act immediately to bring that about. Sometimes this may involve a lot of study and discussion. But the important point is that we must ensure that our movements have structures that help the movement grow and also ensure that all in the groups are cared for adequately.
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Basic Training for Judges

DEUTERONOMY 1:16–18
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WE ENDED THE LAST CHAPTER with a report on how Moses appointed heads of the tribes as commanders over groups of people. Deuteronomy 1:16 talks about instructions given to judges. There is some question whether the judges were a different group of people than the commanders. Our exposition will not be greatly changed if the commanders and judges were two different groups of leaders or the same group. From the description that follows it seems that judging is the primary work of the judges described here. In the book of Judges the judges were primarily military leaders raised up for a crisis, though some, like Deborah, did judge (Judges 4:5).

Judging, of course, is an awesome responsibility. Therefore, the new judges need to be trained in this work. Verses 16, 17 give a brief summary of the training they were given by Moses. The training itself must have been much more comprehensive. Considering that that the Law had only recently been given to the people, they would have needed to master the Law if they were going to judge properly. What we have here are moral guidelines for enforcing the Law.

The Leader Gives a Charge to His Leaders (1:16)

Moses explains that he “charged [their] judges at that time” (1:16a). This possibly was at a ceremony involving an oath.1 Such ceremonies are helpful because they point to the seriousness of the responsibilities of the people appointed. The word translated “charged” occurs 496 times in the Old Testament, of which 252 occurrences are in the Pentateuch and eighty-eight in Deuteronomy. The word means “order, command, charge, direct, appoint, commission, forbid (when negated). . . . It denotes the action of a superior stating something with authority and/or force to a subordinate with the purpose of eliciting a response.”2 Of the 496 occurrences of the verb, God is the subject 280 times, Moses eighty-five times, and Joshua fourteen times. Just as God gives charges to people, the leaders who represent him also do that.

From the above evidence it is clear that charging people is a necessary aspect of leadership. Paul often charged his readers, especially Timothy, with certain responsibilities (1 Corinthians 7:10; 1 Timothy 1:18; 5:21; 6:13; 2 Timothy 4:1). He also asked Timothy to charge others (1 Timothy 1:3; 6:17; 2 Timothy 2:14). Once Paul gives a charge to Timothy about the responsibility to charge others: “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 Timothy 4:1, 2).

Today the practice of leaders, as God’s representatives, exhorting people has gone out of fashion. Fearing that people will react negatively to such exhortation, the church focuses on doing things that will keep the people satisfied. Even the sermon will lack an urgent summons to discipleship. I think one reason for this is that Christians have lost the sense of living under submission to God. Therefore they react negatively to any strong language by Christian leaders. The calling for leaders to charge the people places a huge responsibility on them. They need to ensure that they are qualified to do so. The main challenge is to ensure that what they tell the people is in harmony with the mind of God.

Toward that end we must ensure that we remain close to and obedient to God. Then there is a greater likelihood of our thoughts being in harmony with his.

Another way is to master God’s Word, which today is the equivalent of Moses’ words. Moses’ authority was derived from God. So is ours. Moses received a revelation from God, and he directly gave that to the people. We have this revelation recorded in the Scriptures, and our authority is derived from it. Therefore, we have the responsibility to study the Scriptures and to ensure that what we tell the people is indeed in harmony with God’s Word.

Because our authority is derived and only God is the ultimate authority to whom all the glory will go, we must ensure that, like Moses, we are humble people (Numbers 12:3). Great harm can come to the cause of Christ when exhortation is done by leaders who are proud and dictatorial.

There is a great need to restore exhortation in church life today. May we who are leaders perform this task faithfully. May we do so in such a way that exhortation will once more be acceptable as an important part of the life of a vibrant Christian community. The call to charge people places us with an awesome responsibility, but that is a necessary aspect of leadership.

How to Judge (1:16, 17)

Moses’ charge to the judges is about how they are to judge.

Righteous Judgment (1:16b)

First Moses says, “Hear the cases between your brothers, and judge righteously between a man and his brother or the alien who is with him” (1:16). The lexicon describes the word translated “righteously” as “righteousness, justice, rightness, acting according to a proper (God’s) standard, doing what is right, being in the right.”3 “Righteously” seems to be a better rendering than “fairly” (NIV). As McConville puts it, “Judges must not be deterred from a decision by any consideration other than the truth.” The leader’s response to allegations of wrongdoing is one of the best ways to demonstrate the righteousness of God.

In our minds the word righteousness has become associated with coldly rational decisions, usually involving punishment. McConville says that righteous “judgment should be according to the true merits of a case, and ordinary human compassion.” We must not forget that it is because of his righteousness that God saves us even though we are sinners (Psalm 71:2). In order to bring us that salvation, a great price had to be paid. God is not coldly rational without compassion in the exercise of his righteousness. Essentially, judging with righteousness is presenting the best solution to the problem so that it is in line with all of God’s nature as holy love. Sometimes the poor are helplessly left without resources and help because the law does not allow any help to them. But in places like Deuteronomy 15 we see extensive regulations given to protect and help the poor and needy.

Verse 16 goes on to state that the same righteous principles are to be used for disputes “between a man and his brother or the alien who is with him.” Aliens must not be deprived of their rights. Applying this to the life of the church or nation today, it would mean that sometimes a judgment may be made against a loyal member for the benefit of an outsider. In our cultures there is a strong sense of community solidarity that goes to the extreme of protecting one’s own when outsiders are involved. To do otherwise is considered an act of disloyalty and betrayal. But Moses instructs the judges to judge against members of their own group if necessary.

Pronouncing judgment against one’s own and in favor of an outsider is very hard for leaders as sometimes it looks like ingratitude and disloyalty to one who has worked so loyally and hard. But though there will be hurt at first, in the long run such thoroughgoing commitment to justice will reap good results. The people will have a security that gives them the sense that here right is right and wrong is wrong. It would also act as a deterrent to unrighteous living, for they know that the law is practiced here in a thoroughgoing manner.

Today political leaders often know about illegal things that people under them are doing, but they ignore them until the person falls out of line. At that time their indiscretions are brought up and the people are silenced. It is well known that certain heads of state keep dossiers against members of their cabinet, to be used when “appropriate.” Because of this type of behavior, even in the church, when a person is accused of wrongdoing, immediately a dishonorable motive is attributed to the accusation. You hear things like, “He is bringing this up because she opposed the building project.” The best way to take such dishonor from the church is thoroughgoing and serious application of Biblical principles of justice.

Christian judges in places where the judiciary is shackled by the intervention of unjust rulers must be willing to pay the price of commitment to righteousness and impartiality. Christians should support righteous judges, whatever their religion, with their prayers and other public affirmations of support, such as letters to newspapers in support of them. Christians should be in the forefront of creating a groundswell of popular opinion in their nation that says, “Enough is enough. We want pure justice in our land.”

No Partiality (1:17a)

Verse 17 prohibits partiality in judgment: “You shall not be partial in judgment. You shall hear the small and the great alike.” The call to treat “the small and the great alike” comes often in the Bible. James uses similar language in connection with Christian community life: “My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory” (James 2:1). That passage talks about the seats one is given when believers gather together (James 2:2–4).

In many societies, and sadly in some churches too, people with influence are considered immune to prosecution. Sometimes you hear statements like, “Do you know who I am?” when a person is stopped by a policeman. When I have been stopped sometimes I think, “I will tell them I am a religious worker, and then he will let me go.” But if I am a religious worker and have done wrong, I should receive a higher penalty because I was supposed to be an example to others!

Because the rich and powerful are immune to prosecution and condemnation, those who are prosecuted get the message that they are not influential and powerful people. The law thus reminds them of their weakness, and therefore they begin to resent the law. This is a sad state of affairs: the thing that is supposed to bring security and stability to their lives becomes the thing they resent. People will long for the day when they are powerful enough that they too can break the law and escape prosecution and condemnation. A nation where the people do not respect the law is a sick nation. One of the best ways to bring an attitude of respect for the law among our people is for those who enforce the law to act without partiality.

Of course, when we apply the law we need to follow the systems of respect and the etiquette of our society. For example, Paul tells the young leader Timothy, “Do not rebuke an older man but encourage him as you would a father” (1 Timothy 5:1a). In this passage Paul is talking about how Timothy should deal with different groups in the church. He is not saying that if an older person does wrong, the wrong should be overlooked. His point is that leaders cannot rebuke older people the way they would rebuke a younger person. If the person has done some wrong that requires disciplinary action, then the younger person should talk to the older person with the respect that is due to him.

No Fear of People (1:17b)

Next Moses says, “You shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the judgment is God’s” (1:17b). If we are in a position that gives us the responsibility to judge, then we are acting on behalf of God who is the ultimate judge. Paul says that even non-Christian judges in society are doing God’s work on earth when they punish wrong and reward right (Romans 13:1–7).

Sometimes we may suffer because of righteous judgment. But we should not be afraid because we are doing God’s work. He is ultimately the only one we should fear. Jesus uses this argument when he warns the disciples of the persecution that will come to them because they preach the gospel. He asks the disciples not to be afraid: “And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matthew 10:28). Disobedience is the only thing that we should fear. Many wilt under the strain of pressure and give in to the corrupt systems that control public life. They do so because of fear of the forces of evil. We should not fear them because God is Lord of the universe, and ultimately his greatness over them will be revealed. Therefore the only one we should fear is God.

Know Your Limitations (1:17c)

Moses’ final word to the judges is, “And the case that is too hard for you, you shall bring to me, and I will hear it” (1:17c). When it comes to judging, it is essential that a fair and competent trial is given; therefore those who are not qualified for that particular case should not be given it to judge. In the legal system today some are automatically disqualified from judging a case if there are unhelpful connections between the parties involved in the case and the prospective judge. It would be best to follow that procedure in the church too. For example, it would be best for us to assign dealing with a discipline problem relating to a family member to someone else.

The particular situation mentioned here is a case that is too hard for us to handle. This required the judge to accept that he was not competent to handle the case. How hard it is for leaders to accept that! This applies in all areas of leadership. All of us know there are things that we cannot do well. Sometimes we cannot avoid working in areas of incompetence. But when there is a situation involving serious consequences it is best to admit our lack of ability and see that someone else does the job. Some refuse to accept that, and often the result is a discrediting of the person and also damage to others.

In our text the final court of appeal is Moses. Moses was “God’s faithful mediator.” J. A. Thompson further explains, “It was common practice in the ancient Near East to refer difficult cases to the monarch. In Israel God was the Monarch, but acted through his representative.” Today this reminds us that all our authority is derived. God is the ultimate leader. Our attitudes and actions should aim at buttressing God’s leadership, not ours.

Teach the People to Live under Authority (1:18)

Moses ends his discussion about leadership by stating, “And I commanded you at that time all the things that you should do” (1:18). There is some question about whether this continues the discussion on training for judges or whether this is referring to instructions given to all the people. The expression “all the things that you should do” suggests that all the people are meant here. Moses is giving instructions for all of life, which is what the Old Testament Law intended to do.

We should never forget the comprehensiveness of Scripture. Sometimes we can get bogged down with all the ceremonial, national, social, and family regulations in the Old Testament and think that all of this is not relevant to us. These passages tell us that God is Lord of all of life and that all we do is encompassed in our devotion to God. We have the responsibility to send all our thinking and acting through the sieve of God’s Word. A few years after Martin Luther began proclaiming his reformation message, he was brought before the Diet of Worms in 1521 and asked whether he would recant. He expressed his refusal to do so in these words: “I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted, and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.”4 All the time we must ask, how do I respond to this situation Biblically? And we must follow the Bible whatever the cost.

This is why at Joshua’s commissioning God told him, “Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to do according to all the law that Moses my servant commanded you. Do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left, that you may have good success wherever you go” (Joshua 1:7). The way for Joshua to be courageous is to be faithful to the Word in all his actions. Because the Word is so important for his life and work, God tells him that he must be saturated in the Word: “This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success” (Joshua 1:8).

So leaders must be people of the Word, and like Moses they must teach the Word to the people they lead. In Paul’s list of criteria for the selection of overseers (1 Timothy 3:1–7), only one has to do with ability in ministry. The rest have to do with character and reputation. The one ability-related criterion is that an overseer must be “able to teach” (v. 2). All leaders must introduce those they lead to the truths in the Word. I do not think this means that they must be great orators. There are different ways in which we can lead people to the truths of the Word. Chatting with them about the things in the Word, advising them, leading discussions on issues, leading a small-group Bible study, and directing them to things that they can read and learn from are all methods of communicating the Word, in addition to the traditional classroom type of teaching.

Note how Moses said that he taught them “all the things that [they] should do” (1:18). Paul said something similar to the elders of the church in Ephesus: “I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27). We have the responsibility to be comprehensive in our teaching. We must try to ensure that we have not left out any essential things in our communicating truth to our people. It is necessary for preachers and leaders to keep note of what they have taught their people, so that they know that within a given period of time they would have covered most of the main teachings and emphases of Christianity.

Our two studies on Deuteronomy 1:9–18 have shown that leadership is an issue that we must approach with utmost seriousness. We change leadership structures according to the needs that growth brings. We ensure that the leadership structure is such that everyone in the congregation is adequately cared for. We have criteria for the selection of leaders. We are careful to train them and tell them what their responsibilities are and how they should carry out their work.
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Faith versus Fear

DEUTERONOMY 1:19–33

[image: ]

MOSES’ FIRST SPEECH to the people in preparation for his death started with God’s command to the people to leave Horeb (Sinai) and travel northward in order to enter the land he promised them (1:6–8). Then Moses went on to explain how, along with the growing stress he faced, leaders were appointed to take over various responsibilities in managing the people (1:9–18). With verse 19 Moses picks up from where he stopped in verse 8 by reporting how the people followed God’s command to depart from Horeb. That they did, but afterward when they needed to launch out in faith they ended up being overcome by fear.

Launch out in Faith (1:19–21c)

Moses first describes how the people responded obediently to the command to leave Horeb. Verse 19 says, “Then we set out from Horeb and went through all that great and terrifying wilderness that you saw, on the way to the hill country of the Amorites, as the LORD our God commanded us.” It was a journey of about 100 miles through a dusty, dreary desert described by Moses as a “great and terrifying wilderness.” This description of the desert points to the people’s obedience and to God’s guidance.

Moses goes on to say, “And we came to Kadesh-barnea” (1:19b). Finally they have come to the border of the promised land. Moses relates how he addressed the people when they arrived there: “And I said to you, ‘You have come to the hill country of the Amorites, which the LORD our God is giving us’” (1:20). Though “the Amorites” were an ethnic group, the designation was also used to refer to all the people of Canaan and of the land east of the Jordan River.

Note how Moses says that this is the land “which the LORD our God is giving us.” The conquest of the land is presented as a foregone conclusion. Now they are at the threshold of the great conquest, and Moses buttresses their faith even more by saying, “See, the LORD your God has set the land before you” (1:21a), or as Today’s English Version (TEV) puts it, “Look, there it is!” Now they have to enter in faith. So Moses says, “Go up, take possession” (1:21b). So that they may not hesitate with this command Moses adds, “. . . .As the LORD, the God of your fathers, has told you” (1:21c). God has given them the great privilege of being the instruments through whom he is going to fulfill a promise that was made and renewed for 500 years!

Don’t Be Afraid (1:21d)

The people’s fear, however, was a problem. So Moses urges them, “Do not fear or be dismayed” (1:21d). This was a very real problem for the Israelites. Therefore, this advice is recorded ten times in Deuteronomy.1 When Joshua was commissioned, God told him three times to be “strong and courageous” (Joshua 1:6, 7, 9), without being afraid (Joshua 1:9). In the resurrection narratives five times we are told that Christ’s followers were afraid (Mark 16:5, 8; Luke 24:5, 37; John 20:19). Twice Jesus (Matthew 28:10; Luke 24:38) and twice the angels tell them not to be afraid (Matthew 28:5; Mark 16:6). Earlier as Jesus advised his disciples before sending them out to preach, he told them, “. . . do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul” (Matthew 10:28).

If fear is mentioned so often in the Bible it must be a real problem that we need to be aware of and the reality of which we need to face squarely. Fear is the natural reaction of humans to danger. As such it is a helpful thing, for it prompts us to take note of and be prepared for the danger. It becomes sin when it paralyzes us and prevents us from launching out in obedience to God. The Christian response to fear is to address it with our belief in the sovereignty of God, because of which God will give us victory over what causes it if we are obedient to him. We find out what God’s will is concerning the fear-causing situation, and we concentrate on doing that will, believing that God will see us through. The prayer that the disciples prayed, after the Great Commission was declared illegal by the authorities, gives us a good example of how Christians should face up to fear. Most of the prayer is a reflection on the sovereignty of God (Acts 4:24–28). Then there is a cursory glance at their problem—“And now, Lord, look upon their threats” (Acts 4:29a)—followed by a request to help them boldly obey the Great Commission—“and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness” (Acts 4:29b). The prayer closes with a request to God to intervene with healing, signs, and wonders (Acts 4:30).

If the Bible urges people so often not to fear, then we should similarly urge ourselves and others. This helps people face their fears and take steps to apply the principle of sovereignty to that which causes fear so they can respond in bold obedience to the will of God.

One Christmas eve I was getting ready to go to America for the Urbana Student Missionary Conference. I was a little nervous because I had been very busy and had lost sleep because of all the things I had to do during that time. I was afraid that the lack of sleep and the jet lag would leave me so disoriented that I would not be able to speak well at the conference. I was also scheduled to preach at the Christmas service at our church the next morning. I finished preparing the sermon around 2:00 A.M. and went to sleep hoping for at least four hours of sleep.

Shortly after I fell asleep there was a knock at our door. An infant in a poor Hindu family living near our home was sick with a stomach illness. They did not have electricity in this home, and in the low light from an oil lamp they mistook some skin lotion for the medicine used for the child’s ailment. When they realized their error they came to our home hoping that we would take the child to the hospital, which I did.

As the poor are sometimes neglected in government hospitals I stayed with them until I was sure they had been properly cared for. By the time I came home, it was time to get ready to go to church. I decided that I would try to get some sleep after Christmas lunch. So we put our van in the garage and closed our windows, hoping that people would think no one was at home. (We do not have air-conditioning, and our windows usually open out; so when they are closed it usually means no one is at home.) I had slept only for a few minutes when a visitor came. I went back to sleep, and a few minutes later I was awakened by another visitor. I decided that Christmas afternoon was not a good time to sleep! I played some games with my children instead.

But I needed sleep! At midnight I went to the airport. The plane that took me from Colombo to Amsterdam had about 350 seats, but only about fifty passengers. I had four seats to myself, which became a very comfortable bed. I have never slept on a flight as much as I slept on that memorable Christmas night! When we launch out in faith in obedience to his call, God will indeed look after us! We address our fear with our belief that God is sovereign and concentrate on obedience to his will.

Doubting God’s Faithfulness (1:22–25)

Verse 22 shows that despite Moses’ word to the people not to be afraid, they were afraid and looked for some security instead of launching out in faith as Moses had told them to do. Moses recounts the story: “Then all of you came near me and said, ‘Let us send men before us, that they may explore the land for us and bring us word again of the way by which we must go up and the cities into which we shall come” (1:22). Twice in this chapter Moses says, “the LORD your God who goes before you” (1:30, 32–33). But they say, “Let us send men before us.” They are looking to people to give them the security that only God can give.

From the human point of view, the proposal to send spies seems to be a wise one. But God had rendered this step unnecessary by promising to give them victory without the spies. Often when God asks us to act in one way believing in him, we disobey and act in a way that seems safer from a human perspective. When Abraham went to Egypt with his beautiful wife, he was afraid he might be killed because of her, so he describes his wife as his sister (Genesis 12:10–20). Then he got impatient when the promise of a son was unfulfilled, and he followed a cultural practice prevalent in that time and had a son through his wife’s servant (Genesis 16).

I am writing this in Singapore where the ratio of believing young adult males to females is estimated to be 1:2. This means that many believing young women are going to find it very difficult to find a spouse. Some who want to get married may need to remain single. Some of these young women may turn their backs on God’s will and go ahead and marry a person who does not share their commitment to Christ. By solving their problem in this way they miss out on the beautiful plan God has for them.

Moses says, “The thing seemed good to me, and I took twelve men from you, one man from each tribe” (1:23). Numbers 13:1, 2 says that it was God who asked them to send the spies. What seems to have happened is that the people requested Moses to send the spies. Moses asked God, who approved the idea and explained to Moses the way he should go about putting it into practice.

This is another instance that we find in the Bible of God making a concession when the people are afraid to obey because of weak faith.


  	When Moses said he couldn’t speak, God gave him a spokesman, Aaron, as a concession, even though God did not think that was necessary (Exodus 4:10–16).

  	Gideon saw the angel of the Lord cause fire to spring up and burn up his sacrifice (Judges 6:21). But before he launched out in obedience, leading the people into battle, he wanted still more evidence that God would surely be with him and give him victory. So he kept a fleece out at night and asked God to wet the fleece alone with dew without wetting the surrounding floor. When that was done, he wanted God to do the opposite, to wet the ground and not the fleece. That also God did (Judges 6:36–40).



These extra evidences or securities were not needed, but they were given by God to buttress the weak faith of his servants. The great British architect Christopher Wren was asked to draw plans for a city hall in England. He drew a plan where the weight of the roof was distributed in such a way that there was no pillar in the large hall. The city councillors were nervous about this and asked Wren to include a pillar in his plan. When he refused to do this, the matter was taken to the people of the city, who also voted for a pillar. Wren reluctantly added a pillar to the plan, and the building was completed along with the pillar. Many years later when some refurbishing was being done on the building someone who was working near the top of the pillar found that it ended about two inches short of the wood of the roof! This space, of course, was not visible from the ground.2 Wren satisfied the fearful people by including a security item that was not really needed. In the same way God also makes concessions for our weak faith. This is a great comfort to us. There is hope for us cowards!

However, some people have what the Bible calls “an evil, unbelieving heart” (Hebrews 3:12) and do not want to obey. They will keep looking for excuses and bringing up objections and reasons for being afraid. This is what the Israelites did with the report of the spies. The spies did as they were told and traveled north: “And they turned and went up into the hill country, and came to the Valley of Eshcol and spied it out” (Deuteronomy 1:24). They returned and reported some good news: “And they took in their hands some of the fruit of the land and brought it down to us, and brought us word again and said, ‘It is a good land that the LORD our God is giving us’” (1:25). Numbers 13:28 tells us that the spies also talked about the power of the people and their cities: “However, the people who dwell in the land are strong, and the cities are fortified and very large. And besides, we saw the descendants of Anak there.”

The Israelites were faced with two different bodies of evidence. One was positive: the land was as good as God had said it would be, and God had said he would help them conquer the land. The other evidence was negative: the cities were well-fortified, and the people were strong. Why, even the descendants of Anak, who were giants, lived there. We face similar challenges. We sense that God asks us to move forward in faith. But there are a lot of negatives too. “If I do this, all the people in my office will disagree with me, and I will be all alone.” “I do not think I could handle the terrible weather in the place where God is sending us.” “What about the children? Will they get a good education there?” We choose what body of evidence we will focus on and determine our course of action.

When we launched our drug rehabilitation ministry in Youth for Christ there were clear evidences that God wanted us to do this work. After some years funds were raised to purchase property for the work. It took us about a year to find suitable land. My colleagues looked at over 125 sites, often traveling hours in dreary weather on their motorcycles. When we found suitable land, the government department under which we are registered did not give us permission to buy it. We appealed the decision, and the matter was sent to the Attorney General’s department. They accepted our appeal and directed the department to give us permission to buy the land, which was almost nine acres in extent. But the department gave us permission to purchase only two acres!

We had to set up a separate trust to purchase the land. Many of our first students ran away before their rehabilitation period was complete. One of our workers got assaulted during a wave of attacks against Christians in the country. There were so many discouragements that some began to ask, “Are all these problems signs from God that this was not his will?” Others said, “God clearly led us to start this work. These problems are signs that Satan does not like what we are doing. Probably God wants to do something very significant through this ministry.” Fortunately the latter group prevailed! And I believe that over the years something really significant has happened. Jesus said, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62). Problems will come, but our trust in God, our experience of past providence, and the belief that he has asked us to move forward will help us go on without giving up.

I have found that some people constantly lose heart when problems come—not because they have “an evil, unbelieving heart” but because they are naturally timid. Some of them have experienced failure all their life, and they find it difficult to believe that God will help them come victoriously through the crisis they are now facing. We need to encourage such people to believe in God. Sometimes when they are thinking of giving up, we may need to pray with them or urge them or rebuke them or gently hold their hand and guide them along so they will move forward without giving up. As they experience God’s deliverance on several occasions, they will begin to believe that things can go right for them.

Rebellion Against God (1:26–28)

The report of the spies described the goodness of the land and the greatness of the people. The account in Numbers adds that, except for Caleb and Joshua, the spies added “a bad report” to the original report, focusing on the power of the opposition (Numbers 13:31–33). The people chose to go with the majority report. Moses says, “Yet you would not go up, but rebelled against the command of the LORD your God” (Deuteronomy 1:26). Note that to refuse to obey by launching out in faith is rebellion against God.

Murmuring as an Expression of Rebellion (1:26, 27)

The rebellion expressed itself in murmuring: “And you murmured in your tents and said, ‘Because the LORD hated us he has brought us out of the land of Egypt, to give us into the hand of the Amorites, to destroy us’” (1:27). This is different from the laments and questioning of faithful but timid or discouraged believers, as we find in the Psalms, Jeremiah, and Lamentations. Those are cries of obedient people who are suffering despite their obedience. In our passage the people who murmur do not want to obey. Moses says, “Yet you would not go up, but rebelled against the command of the LORD your God” (1:26). In the Bible there is great sympathy for the tears and laments of faithful people who are suffering. The murmuring of the disobedient belongs to a completely different category.

The accusation the people make against God is amazing: “Because the LORD hated us he has brought us out of the land of Egypt, to give us into the hand of the Amorites, to destroy us” (1:27). A book could be written about all the wonderful things that God did for these people. Through some amazing plagues and other interventions he delivered the people miraculously from crushing slavery. The Red Sea was parted, they were fed and were given drink miraculously, and God led them miraculously with a pillar of fire by night and a pillar of cloud by day. But when they saw the power of the Canaanites, they forgot everything and said that God hated them and had brought out of Egypt just to let them die! People say some amazing things when they turn their backs on God.

The Unbelieving Heart Magnifies the Problem (1:28)

Those who look at a challenge to faith with the heart of unbelief see the problem in a much larger light than it deserves. This is what the rebellious Israelites did. They exaggerated the problem and said, “Where are we going up? Our brothers have made our hearts melt, saying, ‘The people are greater and taller than we. The cities are great and fortified up to heaven. And besides, we have seen the sons of the Anakim there’” (1:28). The cities were not “fortified up to heaven.” Perhaps it was a figure of speech, but it was one that magnified the problem. They looked only at the negative features, and when you do that, the situation does seem to be really tough. And we give it exaggerated importance.

Some are natural grumblers who automatically panic when there is a crisis. But God is eventually able to break into their lives with his peace. These are not rebellious people. They want to be obedient, but they are naturally timid or have a complaining personality. God can work with such and use them despite their weakness. Not so with the people who keep looking for things to complain about, people who do not want to obey. You answer one problem they have, and they bring up a new problem. And the sequence of problem-raising and problem-solving continues—on and on—so that they can go on having excuses for avoiding obedience. God’s verdict on such people is that they have rebelled against God.

The complaint of the people that God hated them after so many miraculous provisions reminds me of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, who was martyred in the middle of the second century. He was brought to a stadium to be killed, but the officials did not want to kill him because he was an old man. The proconsul told him, “Have respect to your old age” and other similar things. He said, “Swear, and I will set you at liberty, reproach Christ.” Polycarp’s memorable response was, “Eighty and six years have I served Him, and He never did me any injury: how then can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?”

The proconsul pressed him again and said, “Swear by the fortune of Caesar.” Polycarp answered, “Since you are vainly urgent that, as you say, I should swear by the fortune of Caesar, and pretend not to know who and what I am, hear me declare with boldness, I am a Christian. And if you wish to learn what the doctrines of Christianity are, appoint me a day, and you shall hear them.”

After more dialogue the proconsul said, “I have wild beasts at hand; to these will I cast you, unless you repent.” But he answered, “Call them then, for we are not accustomed to repent of what is good in order to adopt that which is evil; and it is well for me to be changed from what is evil to what is righteous.” Again the proconsul said to him, “I will cause you to be consumed by fire, seeing you despise the wild beasts, if you will not repent.” But Polycarp said, “You threaten me with fire which burns for an hour, and after a little is extinguished, but are ignorant of the fire of the coming judgment and of eternal punishment, reserved for the ungodly. But why are you tarrying? Bring forth what you will.” When Polycarp was bound to be burned, he looked up to Heaven and prayed a memorable prayer thanking God for the privilege of being a martyr for Christ.3

The Fear of Giants (1:28)

Verse 28 mentions three things as being causes for the rebellious refusal of the people to obey. “[1] The people are greater and taller than we. [2] The cities are great and fortified up to heaven. [3] And besides, we have seen the sons of the Anakim there.” They were intimidated by the size and strength of the people and the cities. “The sons of Anakim” probably referred originally to a tribal or ethnic group. Later it came to be used as a general term for giants.

How different is this attitude to that of David as he faced the challenge of Goliath. There all the people, including the king, were terrified. But this young man, who was not yet even a soldier, declared, “For who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the living God?” (1 Samuel 17:26b). He carried his faith to its logical end. That is what we must do: we must apply the implications of what we believe about God to every situation we face. Then we can conclude, “If God is God and I am obedient to him, he will see me through.” That is the logic of faith. Believing God’s goodness, power, and love for us helps us to be obedient.

The God Who Fights for Us (1:29–33)

Speaking to reassure the people and boost their faith, Moses repeats what he has already said in verse 21: “Do not be in dread or afraid of them” (1:29). Then, to stop them from fearing, Moses makes an affirmation and substantiates the advice just given: “The LORD your God who goes before you will himself fight for you” (1:30a). What an amazing thought this is! A poor person who needs a good lawyer to appear on behalf of him would not be able to secure the lawyer he needs, because of the lack of resources. A woman who has been falsely accused may not have an independent person to confirm her story. A small boy being bullied by older students at school may be defenseless in the face of their attacks. But they could have the Lord of the universe going before them and fighting for them! In the case of the Israelites he went before them in a most vivid and evident way—with a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. What an awesome sight this would have been!

But that is not all. Moses says, “God . . . will himself fight for you” (1:30). He appears on our behalf, like the best lawyer appearing for the poor person, or the most reliable witness vouching for the woman’s story, or the strongest person in school responding to the bullies on behalf of the child. The difference with God’s battle for us and the situations I just mentioned is that God is perfect in strength and ability, unlike humans who appear on behalf of us. Goliath taunted David saying, “Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks? . . . .ome to me, and I will give your flesh to the birds of the air and to the beasts of the field” (1 Samuel 17:43, 44). David’s response was, “You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a javelin, but I come to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied” (1 Samuel 17:45).

The statement that God fights for us appears twelve times in the Old Testament.4 The frequent use of this one thought is surely very significant. Shortly before he died Joshua told the people, “One man of you puts to flight a thousand, since it is the LORD your God who fights for you, just as he promised you” (Joshua 23:10).

Having made the affirmation that God will go before them and fight for them, Moses substantiates it, saying, “. . . just as he did for you in Egypt before your eyes, and in the wilderness, where you have seen how the LORD your God carried you, as a man carries his son, all the way that you went until you came to this place” (Deuteronomy 1:30b, 31). God had acted on behalf of them with incredible power and commitment, and they had seen it with their own eyes. Moses says that God had carried them “as a man carried his son, all the way” from Egypt to where they were at the time that Moses commanded them to go and take the land.

When Moses returned to Egypt to win freedom for his people, God told him to tell Pharaoh, “Thus says the LORD, Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, ‘Let my son go that he may serve me’” (Exodus 4:22, 23). Now Moses reminds them about how God had treated them like a son. The figure of a father carrying his son has a beautiful combination of love, security, and provision. But because of their evil heart of unbelief they did not rest secure in the fact that God was their Father. They refused to believe that God would look after them. And by refusing to move forward they missed out on the blessing for which they had been waiting for so long.

Second Chronicles 20 records an event in which the people trusted in God against all odds and won a great victory. Jehoshaphat, the godly king of Judah, is told that a great army is coming against them (vv. 1, 2). The king’s first reaction is to be “afraid.” But in response to that fear he “set his face to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah” (v. 3). The people gathered together, and then Jehoshaphat spoke to them (vv. 4, 5). This is followed by a great prayer. It starts by affirming that God is sovereign over all creation (v. 6). Then he describes how God drove out the inhabitants of Canaan and gave them the land and how they have made a sanctuary for God in that land (vv. 7, 8). Then he mentions how when they have crises they could go to God in this sanctuary and cry out to him, and God would hear and save them (v. 9). Then he placed their present problem before God: the countries that God asked them not to invade when they came with Moses toward Canaan were now coming against them and trying to drive them out of the possession that God gave them (vv. 10, 11).

Next Jehoshaphat makes his famous request from God: “O our God, will you not execute judgment on them? For we are powerless against this great horde that is coming against us. We do not know what to do, but our eyes are on you” (2 Chronicles 20:12). The result is a great victory.

There are remarkable parallels between Jehoshaphat’s response to the crisis and the prayer, discussed at the start of this chapter, that the apostles prayed when they were first told they must not preach the gospel (Acts 4:18–31). The same story could have been told of the Israelites’ response to the report of the spies if they had believed God and obeyed him. From these three passages a pattern emerges that we could follow each time we are faced with a difficult challenge.


  	The problem is shared among God’s people.

  	The leader takes a lead in taking the people to the throne of God in united prayer or he speaks to them describing the God who is with them.

  	The prayer or the description focuses on the sovereignty of God, especially as it is evidenced generally in his sovereignty over creation and specifically in his victorious intervention on behalf of his people in history.

  	The people obey, and a great victory results.



Sadly, our passage lacks the last point, and the paragraph ends with Moses’ pathetic words, “Yet in spite of this word you did not believe the LORD your God, who went before you in the way to seek you out a place to pitch your tents, in fire by night and in the cloud by day, to show you by what way you should go” (Deuteronomy 1:32, 33). The consequence of such unbelief resulting in rebellion is that they had to wander in the desert for thirty-eight years until that rebellious generation died.

Moses gives the answer to four questions people ask when they are afraid to launch out in obedience to God.


  	
How will we know what to do? “The LORD your God . . . goes before you” (v. 30a) just as he “went before you in the way to seek you out a place to pitch your tents, in fire by night and in the cloud by day, to show you by what way you should go” (v. 33).

  	
Do we have the ability to overcome such a huge challenge? “The LORD your God . . . will himself fight for you” (v. 30b).

  	
How do we know he will fight for us? He has already done this “in Egypt before your eyes, and in the wilderness” (vv. 30c, 31a).

  	
What assurance do I have that God will really look after me? “. . . the LORD your God carried you, as a man carries his son, all the way that you went until you came to this place” (v. 31b). He is committed to us like a father is committed to his son.



This passage shows us that fear is a reality that we should combat with our belief in the sovereignty of God. And to encourage us to believe, we have a whole history of God’s glorious dealings with his people. Fear is a reality, but it does not need to overcome us and lead to defeat. We can overcome it with our faith in God’s sovereignty.
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The Seriousness of God’s Severity

DEUTERONOMY 1:34–46
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MOSES HAS BEEN TALKING about the journey of the Israelites. He relates how God asked them to leave Mt. Horeb (Sinai) after the Law had been given and to go to the land God had promised them (Deuteronomy 1:6–8). Then, after a slight detour where he talks about how leaders were appointed (1:9–18), Moses tells how they came to Kadesh-barnea bordering the promised land (1:19). There he tells them to go forward and take the land, but they ask for spies to be sent to survey the land, a request to which Moses accedes (1:20–24). Yet the report of the spies causes them to rebel against God and refuse to go forward (1:25–33). That is where this new study begins.

God’s Anger and Pleasure (1:34–38)

Anger with the People (1:34, 35)

Moses says, “And the LORD heard your words and was angered, and he swore, ‘Not one of these men of this evil generation shall see the good land that I swore to give to your fathers, except Caleb the son of Jephunneh . . . ’” (1:35, 36). We will discuss the issue of wrath as being part of the nature of God in our discussion of 9:7, 8, but now we will note that the word “swore” appears twice here. This dual swearing shows the nature of God as holy love. As the loving God he swore to give the promised land to their fathers, but as holy God he swore not to give it to the present generation. This shows how we must hold these two aspects of God’s nature together without separating them as many do. We sometimes say things like, “God loves you unconditionally and will not leave you whatever you do.” That is not true. We are told that “the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul” (1 Samuel 16:14) because he had become disobedient to God. We cannot expect God to bless us if we disobey. Of course, if we repent, then we open ourselves again to God’s blessings.

It has been said that there are more references to the wrath of God than to his love. Possibly this is because we tend to ignore wrath because it is an unpleasant topic. We constantly need to heed Paul’s advice: “Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God’s kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. Otherwise you too will be cut off” (Romans 11:22).

The promises of God are to a righteous nation. I think this should influence the way we look at modern Israel. I am convinced from passages like Romans 9—11 that even though the church is now the representative of the kingdom of God, God has a plan for Israel, especially for a large number of its people turning to Christ. However, this does not mean that we should support everything that Israel does. The promises of God are to a just nation. If we think they are doing something unjust, for example, to the Palestinians, we must oppose that.

We must all take note of this dual truth. Some of us may have some wonderful gifts and show great potential for being used by God. But that does not guarantee that we will remain victorious to the end. God can withdraw his hand from us because of our disobedience. As Paul says, “God’s kindness” is given “provided you continue in his kindness. Otherwise you too will be cut off” (Romans 11:22b). This is why Paul said, “I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified” (1 Corinthians 9:27).

Pleasure with Caleb (1:36)

Caleb, who spoke against the negative report of his fellow spies, escaped God’s punishment. God said, “Not one of these men of this evil generation shall see the good land that I swore to give to your fathers, except Caleb the son of Jephunneh. He shall see it, and to him and to his children I will give the land on which he has trodden, because he has wholly followed the LORD!” (Deuteronomy 1:35, 36). From Joshua 14:12–15 we find that this land is Hebron, which had been inhabited by the Anakites, the giant people whom Caleb said Israel should not fear—a great honor to a great man.

We know that Caleb received the land because he and Joshua stood alone, refusing to bow down to fear and disbelief. But the reason given in Deuteronomy is “. . . because he has wholly followed the LORD!” This must be a very significant feature of Caleb because three times similar things are said of him. Numbers 14:24 says he “followed [God] fully,” and Joshua 14:14 says, “he wholly followed the LORD.” Peter Craigie explains that the wording in our Deuteronomy verse literally translates as “he completely filled himself after the Lord.” Caleb was saturated with God. Always all that mattered to him was, “What does God want me to be and do?”

When faith is challenged, those with a halfhearted commitment will wilt. They have become used to following God selectively. They have entertained sinful attitudes and actions that may not show in their public behavior. The ten spies who gave the negative report were handpicked men, and each of them was described as “a chief among [their tribes]” (Numbers 13:2). But in a time of crisis when costly obedience is called for, or when obedience involves trusting God to do what seems to be so difficult, or when temptation hits powerfully, the real person is revealed. Those who have given Satan a foothold will wilt and fall.

Sometimes we are shocked by news that a prominent Christian has fallen into serious sin. But the fall was not as sudden as it seems. Sinful attitudes and/or practices had been secretly entertained. They had not wholly followed God. Is there an area in your life where the lordship of Christ is not total? Beware, and I say this to myself, too! That could be a vulnerable place where Satan hits us.

Displeasure with Moses (1:37)

Next Moses says, “Even with me the Lord was angry on your account and said, ‘You also shall not go in there’” (1:37). Moses would not go to the promised land. We know he did get to Heaven and even continued to have a special place in the history of God’s dealings with humanity. When Jesus needed encouragement about his coming death, Moses was one of the two chosen to talk to him on the Mount of Transfiguration. But he had to pay the price for letting the people influence his actions.

Moses had to bear the responsibility for his action even though it was their sin that prompted it. The event is described in Numbers 20:10–13. God asked him to speak to a rock to yield water when the people were grumbling for lack of water. But Moses struck it twice instead. A summary of what happened in Psalm 106:32, 33 suggests that he also used rash words at that time: “They angered him at the waters of Meribah, and it went ill with Moses on their account, for they made his spirit bitter, and he spoke rashly with his lips.”

Today, too, leaders respond to crises with rash words and actions. A leader is directing a very important and public program, and suddenly something goes very wrong, possibly because of the carelessness of a member of his team. And he erupts like a volcano. The team member did something wrong, but that is no excuse for the leader to do wrong. When Paul lists qualifications for leadership in the Pastoral Epistles he says that “an overseer must be . . . self-controlled” (1 Timothy 3:2) and that “an overseer . . . must not be . . . quick-tempered . . . but . . . self-controlled” (Titus 1:7, 8). Sometimes our eruptions cause us to lose credibility with those we lead. It also causes nervous and inexperienced younger colleagues to panic because our behavior suggests that God is not in control of the situation. Leaders have to control their anger and vent it only when it is appropriate to do so.

In thirty-four years of marriage my wife and I have tried to follow the principle of Ephesians 4:26: “Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger.” In other words, if we are upset with each other we will not go to sleep until the air had been cleared. Many think this is not practical in marriage. We still believe it is practical and necessary. After these many years there is only one modification that we have made to this principle, and that is that if we are really angry about something, it may be best to delay expressing ourselves because in our rage we may say things we really don’t mean and will regret saying. Often our rash statements get so embedded in the hearers’ memories that they can adversely affect them for many years. A man who was happily married for over fifty years was asked the secret of his happy marriage. He said that every day there was at least one thing he did not say! He was referring to unnecessary statements that come to the mind but are stopped before they leave the mouth.

The punishment given to Moses seems to be severe considering that he had been a faithful leader for a long time. I think the reason for this is that leaders are supposed to be examples, and therefore their sins are more serious than those of others and they are judged with a more severe measure than others (James 3:1). We tend to ignore or hide the sins of leaders today because of their position. Often too much is at stake when such sins are exposed. A huge and thriving program may suddenly have to come to a grinding halt. Or there may be divisions in the body as there are people who are very loyal to the leader. In order to keep the machinery moving smoothly, we choose to let the matter pass without being properly confronted. The Bible has the opposite approach to this problem. Paul says, “As for [elders] who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may stand in fear” (1 Timothy 5:20).

Pleasure with Joshua (1:38)

After mentioning that Moses will not go into the promised land, God tells Moses, “Joshua the son of Nun, who stands before you, he shall enter. Encourage him, for he shall cause Israel to inherit it” (1:38). Joshua gave the minority report, along with Caleb, after his spying expedition (Numbers 14:6–9). The term “who stands before you” is a technical term for servant or minister; hence the NIV renders it, “your assistant.” Joshua is often described as Moses’ assistant (Exodus 24:13; 33:11; Numbers 11:28; Joshua 1:1). Numbers 11:28 describes him as “the assistant of Moses from his youth.” He did this for more than thirty-eight years, for we first encounter him leading the people in battle against the Amalekites, even before they came to Mt. Sinai (see Exodus 17). We know that he was very devoted to Moses. Once when he feared that Moses’ authority was being undermined because two people were prophesying independently of Moses, he said, “My lord Moses, stop them” (Numbers 11:28). One of the things that made him great was that he was devoted to Moses over such a long period.

Some cannot work under a leader for a long time. So after a time they launch out on their “own” ministry. This may sometimes be God’s will because it is necessary to enable that person to achieve his or her fullest potential under God. But the key to God’s doing great things is not primarily by working through individuals but by working through the body consisting of committed individuals. Often people can do the greatest good by sticking to the same group and doing a work of depth with that group. Perhaps the person may not get too much recognition on earth, but in God’s annals of the kingdom he or she will be known to have contributed to a truly significant work.

If people are to work for a long time to assist a leader, the leader also needs to be truly concerned for the assistant. Moses must surely have cared for Joshua in this way. I believe that one of the most important callings of a leader is to care for those he or she leads. When the people are cared for, they will be motivated to serve the group faithfully and sacrificially. So the group doesn’t suffer because the leader spends so much time and energy caring for the people. Sometimes people get the idea that what their leaders want from them is for them to look after the leaders and help fulfill their goals. Often in such situations the junior people leave and launch out on their own the moment they get an opportunity to be leaders themselves.

Isn’t it interesting that God asks Moses to “Encourage [Joshua], for he shall cause Israel to inherit [the land].” Moses often mentions how much he wished he could perform that task. He asked God for permission to go into the land (3:25). Now God is asking him to encourage the person who is going to do what he had wanted to do. We will look more closely at that in our discussion of 3:28.

Pleasure with Innocent Children, but Not with Their Parents (1:39)

Though the rebellious generation that set out of Egypt would not see the promised land, God said that their children would: “And as for your little ones, who you said would become a prey, and your children, who today have no knowledge of good or evil, they shall go in there. And to them I will give it, and they shall possess it” (1:39). The children were innocent of the rebellion of their parents. They had “no knowledge of good or evil”; that is, they did not understand the rebellious actions of their parents, and they were not punished for those acts.

It is interesting that the parents used these children as an excuse for their disobedience. They said that their “little ones . . . would become a prey” if they tried to enter the land. How often parents use the welfare of their children as their excuse for moving away from the tough call of God! Now I must emphasize that looking after children is an important service one does for God. A mother who reduces her involvement in church so she can give more time to her children is not giving up God’s service for family duties. She is replacing one form of Christian service for another.

However, there are times when people move away from God’s call using their children as an excuse. I know that while there are great leadership needs in poorer nations, there are capable leaders from those nations who are languishing in rich countries doing unfulfilling work. They left their native countries because they said they were concerned for their children. Some did not return after studies in an affluent country because their children would have found it difficult to adjust back in their home country. Indeed, this is a valid reason. For this reason my wife and I decided that we will not take our children to the West after they are about nine years old. When a sabbatical came up for me, I took it in Sri Lanka. And I could not have a real sabbatical that time because I was forced to fill a sudden vacancy that cropped up for an acting head of Colombo Theological Seminary in Sri Lanka!

Perhaps out of consideration for our children we may need to forgo a chance of studies abroad. If, for example, a leader goes for doctoral studies in the West when the children are in their teens, they would have a tough time adjusting back in their home country after the studies. It would perhaps be better to forgo the doctorate. We cannot make hard and fast rules here. Sometimes people can legitimately leave the land of their birth because their children (especially those with handicaps) would have opportunities they would not otherwise have.

When God calls us to difficult vocations that seem to affect our children negatively, we need to carefully work out ways of serving our children adequately as their parents while at the same time being faithful to our call. If we conscientiously carry through with this dual commitment to vocation and family, I believe the Lord will compensate and provide what our families need.

Sin Takes Us Back, Never Forward (1:40)

God told these rebellious people, “But as for you, turn, and journey into the wilderness in the direction of the Red Sea” (1:40). They are to journey southward, in the opposite direction of the promised land toward the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aqaba, which is a fingerlike projection on the north part of the Red Sea. Their progress would be halted because of their sin. From being at the brink of the promised land they will be made to wander in the wilderness for thirty-eight years. God’s people needed to be taught that sin never takes people forward, only backwards. Even though God may forgive our sins, we may need to face unpleasant consequences of sin. Soon the Israelites would experience a humiliating defeat that would show them they could not bypass God’s discipline (1:41–43). We always step back when we sin. It is never worthwhile sinning!

Accepting Sin, but Bypassing Discipline (1:41–43)

The Israelites, after God pronounces his discipline following their rebellion, accept that they were wrong and say, “We have sinned against the LORD,” but they do not accept God’s discipline. Instead they tell Moses, “We ourselves will go up and fight, just as the LORD our God commanded us” (1:41). This is like a person who apologizes because he has to, in order to get back to the program in which he is active. The people apologize and prepare to do what God had originally asked them to do. Now that they know they were wrong, what is there to prevent them from getting back on track with the plan of God? So they say they will proceed “just as the LORD our God commanded us.” The original plan of God was clear, but they could not follow the plan now because this was discipline time.

In the same way, when we are under discipline there may be great needs around us that we may have the ability to meet. But we cannot do so because it would break the conditions of the discipline. A brilliant worship leader may have to go through the agony of being at the service when someone who can’t sing in tune leads worship. God’s work always faces a setback when God’s people sin. And sometimes things will have to be left undone even though we know we can do them. Let’s be careful about talking about the urgent task ahead when it is God’s time to deal with us.

Our inaction is part of the pain of discipline that God uses to bring healing to us. It cannot be bypassed. Though the sin was forgiven, it revealed a weakness in our lives. Forgiveness does not automatically heal the weakness. The discipline helps do that. Three crucial passages about discipline in the New Testament describe how discipline helps people along the path to obedience. Paul told the Corinthians that the person guilty of serious sexual sin must be delivered to Satan, that is, deprived of the blessings of belonging to God’s covenant community, “for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord” (1 Corinthians 5:5). A similar action is recommended for Hymenaeus and Alexander, “that they may learn not to blaspheme” (1 Timothy 1:20). Hebrews 12:11 says discipline is “painful,” but “it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.” Note how the last two references speak of the learning that takes place as a result of the discipline. Painful discipline helps direct people to healthy living.

But the arrogant Israelites are not willing to bow down to the discipline. So, as Moses says, “And every one of you fastened on his weapons of war and thought it easy to go up into the hill country” (Deuteronomy 1:41c). As they were busy getting ready for war, God tells Moses, “Say to them, Do not go up or fight, for I am not in your midst, lest you be defeated before your enemies” (1:42). But they are too busy working to listen to the voice of God. Moses tells them, “So I spoke to you, and you would not listen; but you rebelled against the command of the LORD and presumptuously went up into the hill country” (1:43). This is typical of people who are trying to find security from their activity after they have sinned! They get themselves into a frenzy of activity to try and silence the voice of God who wants to do a deep working of healing in their lives. They do not want to sit still, so that the Divine Surgeon can remove the sinful flesh in their body. They want to avoid the humiliation of having to acknowledge their wrongdoing before others by submitting to the discipline. So they get busy. They may even be doing “God’s work,” but that work is an expression of disobedience to God. Not everything that passes off as Christian service meets God’s approval!

Moses’ verdict about this action was that by this action they “rebelled against the command of the LORD” and acted “presumptuously.” It looked like obedience, but in God’s sight it was “arrogance” (NIV). That is how God regards the bypassing of discipline through doing what we would call Christian service. Let us be warned! Sadly, as the Bible says, “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18). When people arrogantly bypass discipline they are prime candidates for bigger traps of Satan than the original trap that triggered the discipline.

Today people break discipline by not following the terms of the disciplinary procedure set out for them. Some move to another church or group. And, sadly, there are Christian groups who will welcome such people, especially if they are gifted and useful to their program. Some modify the constraints placed on them. For example, if they are asked not to preach for six months, they start preaching after three months. If they have been asked to go for regular counseling for a period of three months, they stop after one month.

I have found that many who do not fulfill the terms of the discipline commit the same sin again after a time. The sin revealed a weakness in their lives. The discipline was aimed at healing the weakness. When they encountered a similar situation to what led to the fall the last time, they didn’t have the strength to overcome it. If they had followed the discipline, when the temptation came they would have remembered the severe pain that the discipline caused them. That would have acted as a check that helped them overcome the temptation.
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