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GOD’S PROMISES  
(Deuteronomy 1:6-18)

TEXT: 

SUBJECT:  



F.C.F:   
PROPOSITION:  

APPLICATION: 
INTRODUCTION:


A.  You’ve heard the proverb, “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.”  It means, of course, that half of a sure thing is much better than the uncertain prospect of something greater.  The “two in the bush” just might fly away before you catch them, and then you have nothing.  The German version of this saying is this:  “A small gift is better than a great promise.”  Ordinarily I would agree with that, except that last week we were powerfully reminded that God keeps his promises.  A future promise of God is far than a present possession in the lock box, for all of our present possessions will pass away, but the promises of God are forever.  


B.  The writer of Hebrews states it plainly:  “And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.” (11:6)  It is not somehow less than spiritual to anticipate and hope in God’s rewards, not when God invites, even commands us to do so.  To have a bold faith, we must believe that God keeps his promises.  But we must also believe that God’s promises are worthwhile, incomparably superior to anything else.  Contrary to the German proverb, we must believe that God’s promises are better than all of the gifts this world can offer.  

C. God keeps his promises:  but what are they? We are studying our way through the book of Deuteronomy.  Deuteronomy, a record of the speeches of Moses, is undoubtedly a covenant renewal patterned after the secular treaties of the day imposed by the king upon his subjects, his vassals.  The first section, which we looked at last time, is a preamble introducing the king.  It is the first five verses of chapter 1.  The second section is the historical review of the king’s dealings with his people and establishes his right to impose this covenant.  This historical review begins by reminding the people that they are heirs of an earlier covenant with their forefathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  These men are named and the provisions of God’s promises to them are referenced.

I. THE PROMISE MADE. 


A.  Genesis 12 records God’s promise to Abraham.  “1 Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 2  And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3  I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  It is of great importance that we understand these promises, for these are the same promises we inherit through faith in Jesus Christ.  If we were to ask, “What do we receive for following Christ?” we would start by going back to this promise to Abraham in Genesis 12. 

And the promise is threefold.  God promised Abraham a land, a people, and a blessing.  


1.  God promised Abraham a land:  “1 Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.”  Abraham was to leave his homeland and travel to a land that God would show him, a land he had never seen before.  God promised that he would give him that land as a lasting inheritance.  


2.  God promised Abraham a people:  “2  And I will make of you a great nation….”  God would take this single family, Abraham and his wife Sarah, and make of them a great nation of people.  In Genesis 15, God became more specific with regards to this “great nation:” “5  And he brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.”  God gave this nighttime reassurance because Abraham had a problem. He was an old man, his wife was an old woman, and they had not yet had a single child!  How could they possibly become a great nation?  Yet, the next verse in Genesis 15 records Abraham’s response, in spite of the seeming impossibility of the situation:  “6  And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness.”  This statement is repeated frequently in Scripture to prove that salvation is not by our works, but is received simply through believing God’s promise.  

3.  And God promised Abraham a blessing:  

“and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3  I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  This blessing involved the favor of God, the positive action of God on the behalf of Abraham and all who would become blessed through him.  In Abraham’s day, this blessing was mainly expressed through material prosperity and military power.  Those around him respected him because they could see that God was with him.  
II. THE PROMISE PICTURED.


A.  The Old Testament is largely a picture of what the greater reality of this promise would look like in the future.  The people of God in the Old Testament could be heirs of this promise and enter into God’s blessing, though not in its final form as we now have it.  As Moses begins his historical review of the Great King’s (God’s) past dealings with his people, he starts with this promise, and he shows how God has been at work keeping this promise:   


6  “The LORD our God said to us in Horeb, ‘You have stayed long enough at this mountain. 7  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. 8  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.  So the focus at first is on the land.  For 400 years God’s people lived away from the Promised Land, as slaves in Egypt.  God rescued them from this slavery with a mighty hand, with signs, wonders, and miracles, and devastated Egypt, punishing their oppressors.  The people could bear witness that God had kept his promise and had cursed those who cursed the children of Abraham (3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse…).  And now God was fulfilling the promise of the land as he ordered his people to leave Mt. Horeb (or Mt. Sinai) where he gave them his law, and invade the land he had sworn to give them.     


2.  But what about the “great nation”?  Had God indeed made the offspring of Abraham very numerous according to his promise?  Moses affirms this as well:  “9 “At that time I said to you, ‘I am not able to bear you by myself. 10 The LORD your God has multiplied you, and behold, you are today as numerous as the stars of heaven.”  This is a direct reference to Genesis 15:5.  God has fully kept his promise, and Abraham has become a great nation.  In fact, this nation has become so vast that Moses confessed that he alone could not possibly lead it, and was forced to appoint other leaders, dividing the people in to wards or districts.  “12  How can I bear by myself the weight and burden of you and your strife? 13  Choose for your tribes wise, understanding, and experienced men, and I will appoint them as your heads.’ 14  And you answered me, ‘The thing that you have spoken is good for us to do.’ 15  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. 16  And I charged your judges at that time, ‘Hear the cases between your brothers, and judge righteously between a man and his brother or the alien who is with him. 17  You shall not be partial in judgment. You shall hear the small and the great alike. You shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the judgment is God’s. And the case that is too hard for you, you shall bring to me, and I will hear it.’ 18  And I commanded you at that time all the things that you should do.”

3.  And what about the blessing? Moses mentions this as well.  “11 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!” 

So the “blessing” promised to Abraham is mentioned, but it is in the form of a wish.  Apparently this blessing is not assumed.  The reason why Moses states it this way is because he knows nearly forty years later as he declares this that this people did not enter into God’s blessing.  Instead, they faithlessly refused to enter into the land of promise, and so were cursed and condemned to die in the wilderness.  That generation forfeited the blessing by their faithless disobedience.  


B.  Once again we should note that the fulfillment of these promises into the Old Testament was largely earthly or fleshly.  The land was a physical land in the Middle East.  The people included the physical descendants of Abraham, many of whom did not believe and did not walk with God.  And the blessing was a physical blessing involving military success over their enemies and material prosperity.  The closest they came to the complete fulfillment of these promises was in the day of Solomon.  This great nation had multiplied even more, they had peace from their enemies on every side in the land God gave them, and they enjoyed remarkable material wealth.  

III. THE PROMISE KEPT.


A.  But this fulfillment was only a picture of the better things to come.  Even if Israel had been faithful and had permanently possessed the Promised Land, God had planned something more.  Hebrews 11 speaks of the future fulfillment of these promises, speaking of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Jacob, he writes:  “13  These all died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth. 14  For people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. 15  If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return. 16  But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city.”

Jesus came to bring the true fulfillment of this promise to Abraham.  

1.  The land is the heavenly city.  Jesus said in John 14:  “1 “Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in me. 2  In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? 3  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.”  That’s what the promise of the land pointed to all along, eternal dwellings with God in the age to come.  


2.  The people or great nation is the church, all who will come to Christ in faith, all who are the spiritual descendants of Abraham through faith in Christ.  Jesus said in John 10:  “14 I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 15 just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. 16 And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.”

Paul would explain it this way:  “11  Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for “The righteous shall live by faith.” 12  But the law is not of faith, rather “The one who does them shall live by them.” 13  Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”— 14  so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.”  “29  And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.”

So the true heir of Abraham, his offspring, the “great nation” are all believers, all who come to faith in Jesus Christ.  And this is truly a vast number from all ages and from all nations.  


3.  The blessing is also a spiritual blessing, and here’s where the “prosperity teachers” make their mistake.  Some teach that Christians should enjoy material prosperity and success in this world.  But that was the administration of God’s promise in the Old Testament.  Yes, Abraham possessed great wealth.  Yes, David was successful in all of his military exploits.  Yes, Solomon had greater material wealth than any other.  


B.  But the spiritual blessings we receive in Christ are incomparably greater.  Jesus said, “28  Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”  (Matthew 11) He said to a rich young man who had everything the world could offer:  “go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” (Mark 10:21)

The true blessing is the forgiveness of sins, reconciliation with God, and union with Christ.  This is the essence of genuine wealth, treasure in heaven.  
CONCLUSION


So the German proverb has it backwards when it says, “A small gift is better than a great promise.”  No gifts, nor all the gifts in the world could be better than the great promise of God received in Jesus Christ:  the heavenly city, the people of God, reconciliation with him.    



What are you longing for?  What is your heart’s deepest desire?  You may not even know the answer to this question.  That would not surprise me.  Sometimes I forget as well. 


Our deepest desire is:


1.  A land—heavenly dwellings, unfading and eternal.


2.  A people—to belong to the glorious company of God’s people.


3.  A blessing—the favor of God, reconciliation and union with him through faith n Jesus Christ.  


That’s our heart’s deepest longing.  And that’s what God promises us in Jesus Christ.  
(
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