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WHAT TO DO WITH TRUTH  
(Deuteronomy 4:9-14)

TEXT:  Deut. 4:9a
SUBJECT:  The Means of Grace



F.C.F:  If all we have is truth, what do we do with it?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has graciously given us his truth, 
we must guard it, share it, and live it.  
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Some of you know the name of George Mueller, the German Christian living in England, founder of several orphanages in the mid-1800s.  George Mueller lived in a day of spiritual decline, skepticism, and unbelief.  And George Mueller proposed a little test to prove that God is alive and still answers prayer.  George Mueller proposed to build an orphanage on prayer alone.  He determined to ask no man, only God, to supply his need.  The story is truly remarkable, and Mueller did receive many answers to prayer, funds, groceries, and supplies arriving unexpectedly, sometimes at the last moment, when the cook literally had nothing left to prepare.  

Though I marvel at Mueller as the great man of prayer that he was, I have to take issue with his “test.”  The fact is that such a test was clearly unbiblical.  No less than the Apostle Paul asked people to supply what he needed for his missionary work.  And God has not promised to answer such a test, not when he directed his apostles to ask, and he has so clearly directed his people to give generously.  And the truth about Mueller’s “test” is that even though he did not ask, many of his friends publicized the need and they did ask people to give.  And often the dedicated staff of those orphanages also gave.  They knew about the need, and many of them surrendered their life savings to meet that need.  So even though God graciously answered his prayers, I would maintain that such a test is clearly not biblical and should not be repeated.

B.  However, there is another test that God challenges his people to take, though few bother.  It is his command to build the church on the Gospel alone, and to avoid all gimmicks that would entice unbelievers for the wrong reasons and with false motives.  The reason is twofold.  First, gimmicks only tend to distract.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:17:  “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom (read, ‘gimmicks’), lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.”  The stunning implication is that if we proclaim the gospel with gimmicks, the message of the cross is neutered.  So the gimmicks do not help the gospel work, they nullify it!  The other reason why God forbids the use of gimmicks is because the Gospel itself is powerful and effective for salvation.  It is all we need.  So says Paul in Romans 1:16:  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”

C.  So God commands us to build the church and build your Christian life and build your family on the gospel alone.  And the reason why so many churches across America refuse to obey God and honor his Holy Spirit must be because they really are “ashamed of the gospel,” and they do not really believe that the gospel is “the power of God for salvation.”  Yet this is the real way, God’s approved way, to demonstrate his power:  by saving people through the foolishness of the gospel, and not the cleverness of gimmicks and tricks.  

Paul writes of the integrity of his ministry in 1 Thessalonians 2:3-5  “For our appeal does not spring from error or impurity or any attempt to deceive, 4  but just as we have been approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, not to please man, but to please God who tests our hearts. 5  For we never came with words of flattery, as you know, nor with a pretext for greed—God is witness.”


Likewise, he explains in 2 Corinthians 4:1-7

“1  Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart. 2  But we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God. 3  And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are perishing. 4  In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5  For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. 6  For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.  7  But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.”  


D.  About fifteen years ago I came under the conviction that these things were true, that the gospel alone is the power of God for salvation and for sanctification, for building your life and home and church.  I shed many tears of repentance as I saw that I had bought into the lie that the gimmicks were necessary, and that I was really ashamed of the Gospel.  And so I determined with God’s help that our church would move away from glitzy gimmicks and run with the truth, go deep into the truth of God’s Word and the life-changing message of the gospel.  


When I tried to share this with the elders, I think there was more confusion than anything else, probably because I was still finding my way through it all.  But the session was supportive, and from then on we have sought to purify the church of all that might attract a crowd but distract from the Gospel.  And, with God’s help, we will continue to be a Gospel only church.  Others call this view the Ordinary Means of Grace:  that Christ will build his church through the ordinary means he has commanded, namely preaching and prayer.  I have found that I am not alone in this conviction, that there is even an organization dedicated to reforming the church back to gospel ministry.  It’s called The Alliance of Confessing  Evangelicals.  One of their works is to encourage the formation of “Reformation Societies.”  That’s why I helped co-found our local Siouxland Reformation Society, and we host a monthly study and an annual Reformation Conference in the fall.  

E.  What do I mean by “gimmicks?”  What are some “gimmicks” that churches try to use to bait people in?  Many churches, perhaps the majority of churches try to create some secular enticement to draw people in and then once they’re in, give them the Gospel.  Now this is the standard, recommended and approved approach to church growth.  The idea is to try to get people interested in some special, big event or some non-religious aspect of the church’s life.  The assumption is that the gospel is not enough.  The dirty little secret is that this approach displays a lack of faith in the gospel itself, being ashamed of the gospel.  


So, we are told, nobody would be interested in the Gospel, but they would come to see the “world’s largest pancake,” or to see a man swallow a bowl of goldfish.  I heard of one trick that was used recently.  A church advertised that they would display the “world’s tallest midget” and the “world’s shortest giant.”  And when the crowd gathered, the pastor walked out on the stage:  he was both of these in himself.  Or the sermon that a pastor preached several years ago.  It was advertised in the local newspaper that he would be speaking on “Why Elvis Had to Die.”  I listened to the tape.  After giving a short bio on Elvis’s life, the pastor said that Elvis was a sinner like all of us, and that we all have to die due to sin.

Now the problems with this are many.  

1.  For one thing, it is dishonest.  It is the old “bait and switch” advertising technique in which you lure people in with the promise of a cheap refrigerator and then explain that you just sold the last one and then try to sell the customer a more expensive one.  This technique is illegal in most states, yet churches do it all the time.  Shame on them.


2.  For another thing, it is disappointing.  If I were really interested in the life of Elvis and were expecting some special insight on his death, and heard this sermon instead, I would be angry.  I would feel my intelligence was insulted (though I’m not sure how intelligent a die-hard Elvis groupie is).  


3.  But most serious of all, it dishonors God.  God says, “I will save sinners.  None of the elect will be lost.  Your job is just to go find them.  Tell them my message, and I will give them new hearts and new minds by my powerful Holy Spirit so that they can believe the message, and I will save them.”  When we use the gimmicks, we are telling the Lord that he needs our help.  The gospel is good, so far as it goes, but God is not really able to save anyone unless we soften them up a bit first.  Shame on you!  Shame, shame, shame!  How dare you besmirch the power and sovereign wisdom of God?  


F.  Why do I bring this up?  For one thing, when you’re going against the flow as we are definitely going against the flow, it is essential to review the reason why we’re doing so.  But the main reason is that it is so powerfully addressed in our text from Deuteronomy 4, which I’ll read again.      

9  “Only take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life. Make them known to your children and your children’s children— 10  how on the day that you stood before the LORD your God at Horeb, the LORD said to me, ‘Gather the people to me, that I may let them hear my words, so that they may learn to fear me all the days that they live on the earth, and that they may teach their children so.’ 11  And you came near and stood at the foot of the mountain, while the mountain burned with fire to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness, cloud, and gloom. 12  Then the LORD spoke to you out of the midst of the fire. You heard the sound of words, but saw no form; there was only a voice. 13  And he declared to you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, that is, the Ten Commandments, and he wrote them on two tablets of stone. 14  And the LORD commanded me at that time to teach you statutes and rules, that you might do them in the land that you are going over to possess.”

Notice the careful attention to the fact that God only SPOKE to them, that they saw nothing.  God commanded his people to make no images for their worship, which was definitely going against the flow.  Every shred of pagan worship was directed to some image or statue.  If you couldn’t see your god, it was no god.  God is a spirit, and no image could do him justice.  Every image distorts his greatness in some way.  Images were gimmicks.  God’s people were definitely commanded to go against the flow, and that’s why his Word so often addressed the reason why his people were to make no images like the pagans around them.  They were to be his peculiar people, and to be set apart, distinct from the nations.  

What I want to do beginning this evening and continuing next Sunday night is to address this subject:  So God has only given us his truth, the Gospel, that’s it.  What are we supposed to do with it?  Can it really be sufficient?  Can you build a church on the truth alone? Can I spend the rest of my days only focusing on the truth?  Our text in Deuteronomy 4 powerfully answers all of these questions.  My outline is simple: 
I. TRUTH IS FOR GUARDING.

II. TRUTH IS FOR SHARING.

III. TRUTH IS FOR OBEYING.  

We will look at only the first point in the time remaining.  

I.  TRUTH IS FOR GUARDING.


A.  Perhaps I should say that we need to guard ourselves for the truth.  God’s truth can take care of itself.  B.B. Warfield was once asked about his work in defending the Bible.  He reacted with a measure of shock.  He exclaimed, “Defend the Bible?!  I would as soon defend a roaring lion!”  The truth really doesn’t need our defense.  What God urges upon us is that we defend and guard ourselves for that truth.  Here’s what Moses writes:  “9  “Only take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life.”  So you ask, “What am I supposed to do with God’s truth?”  Well, most importantly, you need to be sure that you keep on believing that truth.  You need to “take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget” the truth, and lest it “depart from your heart all the days of your life.”  Truth is for guarding.  Guard the truth in your heart.  

B.  The assumption is (and it’s quite valid) that there is a natural tendency to downplay, diminish, and devalue God’s truth.  We will suffer all this life from a spiritual inertia.  Our devotion to God and delight in his truth is slow to get started and quick to fade away.  There is a natural, spiritual friction that causes our love for Christ to tend to slow down.  I used to ride my bicycle to Sheldon in the early mornings.  And I could swear that I would have to fight a headwind BOTH WAYS!  What I came to realize is that by pedaling so fast, I was averaging about 15 miles per hour, and that in a dead calm my speed created a 15 mph headwind, both ways!  And when you walk with Christ and try to keep close there is a natural headwind that will seek to slow you down.    

C.  You should also know that you will get no help in keeping your soul for the truth from this world.  Everything in the world around you is designed and employed to make you forget and to cause God’s truth to depart from your heart.  It will come in the form of a continual stream of deceit that denies the truth until you are almost convinced that it could not be true.  Or it will come in the form of distraction that may acknowledge the truth, but turns you to something else that is more interesting or enticing.  Or it may come in the form of deadening, in which the truth is made to seem dull, boring, “old hat,” so that you are constantly craving something new and improved. 


D.  And God calls us “take care and keep our souls diligently lest we forget the truth and it departs from our hearts.”  So how do we take care and keep our souls diligently?


1. The most important way is through what you’re doing right now, through the ordinary means of grace.  Place yourself under the continual preaching and teaching of God’s Word, for it is there that God has said that he will meet his people and strengthen his people.  We need the regular, consistent, and continual preaching and teaching of the Gospel, through which Jesus said he would keep on filling us with his Holy Spirit and keep on producing in us the fruit of the Spirit. You need God’s life breathed into you continually, and God has said he would do this through the preaching of his Word.  

And God’s people have always known this, though it has been forgotten in recent decades.  For example, question 88 of the shorter catechism asks:  

Q. 88. What are the outward means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of redemption? 


A. The outward and ordinary means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of redemption are his ordinances, especially the Word, sacraments, and prayer,(1) all which are made effectual to the elect for salvation. 
Q. 89. How is the Word made effectual to salvation?

A. The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the preaching, of the Word an effectual means of convincing and converting sinners,(1) and of building them up in holiness and comfort, through faith unto salvation.(2) 

So the primary and most important way we are to “take care and keep our souls diligently” is through the regular preaching and teaching of God’s Word.  


2.  And it is also through seeking God every day.  We “take care and keep our souls diligently” through a regular time of seeking God, of delighting in his truth and applying his truth to our lives.  


And here’s where some counsel of George Mueller is spot on target.  


“It has recently pleased the Lord to teach me a truth, irrespective of human instrumentality, as far as I know, the benefit of which I have not lost, though now, while preparing the fifth edition for the press, more than fourteen years have since passed away. The point is this: I saw more clearly than ever that the first great and primary business to which I ought to attend every day was, to have my soul happy in the Lord. 


“The first thing to be concerned about was not how much I might serve the Lord, how I might glorify the Lord; but how I might get my soul into a happy state, and how my inner man might be nourished. 


“For I might seek to set the truth before the unconverted, I might seek to benefit believers, I might seek to relieve the distressed, I might in other ways seek to behave myself as it becomes a child of God in this world; and yet, not being happy in the Lord, and not being nourished and strengthened in my inner man day by day, all this might not be attended to in a right spirit. 


“Before this time my practice had been, at least for ten years previously, as an habitual thing to give myself to prayer, after having dressed myself in the morning. Now, I saw that the most important thing I had to do was to give myself to the reading of the word of God, and to meditation on it, that thus my heart might be comforted, encouraged, warned, reproved, instructed; and that thus, by means of the word of God, whilst meditating on it, my heart might be brought into experimental communion with the Lord.


“I began therefore to meditate on the New Testament from the beginning, early in the morning. 

The first thing I did, after having asked in a few words the Lord blessing upon his precious word, was, to begin to meditate on the word of God, searching as it were into every verse, to get blessing out of it; not for the sake of the public ministry of the word, not for the sake of preaching on what I had meditated upon, but for the sake of obtaining food for my own soul. 


“The result I have found to be almost invariably this, that after a very few minutes my soul has been led to confession, or to thanksgiving, or to intercession, or to supplication; so that, though I did not, as it were, give myself to prayer, but to meditation it turned almost immediately more or less into prayer. When thus I have been for a while making confession, or intercession, or supplication, or have given thanks, I go on to the next words or verse, turning all, as I go on, into prayer for myself or others, as the word may lead to it, but still continually keeping before me that food for my own soul is the object of my meditation. 


“The result of this is, that there is always a good deal of confession, thanksgiving, supplication, or intercession mingled with my meditation, and that my inner man almost invariably is even sensibly nourished and strengthened, and that by breakfast time, with rare exceptions, I am in a peaceful if not happy state of heart. Thus also the Lord is pleased to communicate unto me that which, either very soon after or at a later time, I have found to become food for other believers, though it was not for the sake of the public ministry of the word that I gave myself to meditation, but for the profit of my own inner man.”


In other words, we must guard our hearts in the truth.  We must dwell on the truth, meditate on the truth and ponder the truth, until we are captivated and held by the truth.  


I found this same truth in my devotional reading of Psalm 143.  In this Psalm David describes the wearing down effect of the relentless attacks of his enemies:  “3  For the enemy has pursued my soul;  he has crushed my life to the ground;  he has made me sit in darkness like those long dead. 4  Therefore my spirit faints within me;  my heart within me is appalled.”  (Psalm 143:3-4)


And he tells what he did in response:  “5  I remember the days of old;  I meditate on all that you have done;  I ponder the work of your hands. 6  I stretch out my hands to you;  my soul thirsts for you like a parched land.” (5-6)

So through his continually remembering, meditation, and pondering God’s works in the days of old, his fainting spirit was revived.  God’s truth refreshed his spirit, and we must continually dwell in his truth by “taking care and keeping our souls” in the Word of God.  

This week I went into the basement.  My wife had placed a reed diffuser in an out of the way place.  Do you know what a reed diffuser is?  It’s a small bottle of sweet-smelling liquid with several pieces of bamboo sticking out of it.  The reeds act like wicks and slowly spread the pleasing aroma.  I hadn’t noticed this one before, so I leaned forward to sniff it, and got too close, touching my nose to one of the reeds.  Now, everything smelled good, everywhere I went in the house!  

And I thought it might be a great idea for a new product:  a “nose diffuser.”  You dip your nose in the perfume and everything smells good.  You take out the trash.  But it smells so good you almost hate to throw it away.  Or you change a diaper.  And you knew the child was an angel, but even their diaper smells good.  Or you’re doing hog chores, but the hogs smell so good you think about moving some furniture out in the hog shed and joining them there.  


What if we daily sought God, sought delight in his truth, so that we were happy in his truth:  every day?  That would make his truth a worthy, lifelong pursuit.  That would be “taking care and keeping our souls” in God’s truth.  
(
____________________________________________________________________________________________


