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CONSIDER THE LORD’S DISCIPLINE 
(Deuteronomy 11:13-26)

SUBJECT:  


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:   
INTRODUCTION:


A.  I have a friend who is constantly wondering what God is trying to tell him through his circumstances.  He recently had a fender-bender, and he wondered what God might be saying to him through that accident.  He also got sick for a while, and his first thought was to wonder what God might be communicating to him through his sickness.  And he is constantly doing this, wondering, questioning, thinking about what the Lord might be wanting him to do or to change about his life as a result of the various things that happen to him.  Is that a good idea?


B.  I don’t think it is, and let me explain why by asking two questions, and by giving one biblical example.  The first question is this:  Do we have any assurance that the Lord is trying to tell us something through our circumstances?  The answer is, “No.” There is really nothing in the Bible that would lead us to think that God is speaking through our circumstances.  This kind of thinking didn’t really arise from the Bible.  It came about, especially in American Christianity, during the Second Great Awakening, about 160 years ago.  So when we ask these kinds of questions, “What is the Lord saying to me through this mishap or this windfall?” we are doing something the Bible does not endorse.  We are looking for an answer that probably does not exist.  
And that leads us to the second question:  “Do we have any assurance that the Lord will answer this question: What is God trying to tell me through this event in my life?”  Again, the answer is plainly, “No.”  We might guess that a sickness is God’s discipline for lust or envy or from stealing from our employer, but how can you be sure? And what difference does it make anyhow? Do you need a sickness to tell you that lust, envy, or stealing are wrong?      


The point is that we are biblical Christians, and if we want to hear from God infallibly, then we need to read our Bibles, not speculate about our day-to-day ups and downs.  God has promised to speak through the Scriptures, not our daily conditions.  So we need to study the Scriptures to understand what God is saying to us.  

C.  The biblical example that relates directly and powerfully to this question is, of course, that of Job.  As you may recall, many terrible things happened to Job, and Job was tortured in his mind by asking our question, “What are you trying to tell me, Lord?  What did I do to deserve this?”  His three “friends” thought they knew what God was saying to him, but they were all wrong.  From our better vantage point of chapters 1 and 2, we know that God was not trying to tell Job anything at all, that the trials he endured had nothing to do with Job, so his questioning was utterly futile.  But even more, God never answers his question.  As you read the last chapters of Job, God’s answer to him is that he is not qualified to ask these kinds of questions about God’s dealings with him.  When he is as powerful, wise, and eternal as God, then he can go ahead and ask questions.  


D.  Now we see these dynamics spelled out for us in our text from Deuteronomy, and let me remind you of where we are in our study of this important book.  The main section of Deuteronomy is an extended commentary on the Decalogue or Ten Commandments.  Moses repeats the Ten Commandments in chapter 5, and then chapters 6-26 are the commentary.  The longest section explains the first commandment, negatively stated, “You shall have no other gods before me,” and positively stated, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and strength,” which our Lord Jesus said was the first and great commandment.  So we would expect Moses to comment most on this one, which he does in chapters 6-11.  And we are nearing the end of that section now.   


Moses is preparing them for covenant life in the Promised Land, in which God will dwell in their midst and they will be his people.  And in verses 13-26, he issues a warning, he repeats a command, and he gives a promise.  This instruction extends to us today as the new Israel, the continuing people of God, the church of Jesus Christ.  So, with some slight modification, the warning, command, and promise are for us as well.  
I. WE MUST RESPOND TO THE LORD’S CHASTENING.  


A.  God will be a Father to Israel, and every good father chastens his children.  Their chastening or discipline will be obvious and immediate.  For the most part Israel was able look at their circumstances and tell immediately what the Lord was saying to them.  In this warning, God said that he would be speaking to them through their circumstances.  Let’s read verses 13-17.  “13  “And if you will indeed obey my commandments that I command you today, to love the LORD your God, and to serve him with all your heart and with all your soul, 14  he will give the rain for your land in its season, the early rain and the later rain, that you may gather in your grain and your wine and your oil. 15  And he will give grass in your fields for your livestock, and you shall eat and be full. 16  Take care lest your heart be deceived, and you turn aside and serve other gods and worship them; 17  then the anger of the LORD will be kindled against you, and he will shut up the heavens, so that there will be no rain, and the land will yield no fruit, and you will perish quickly off the good land that the LORD is giving you.”

So there it is.  Israel was able to tell almost immediately if they were in good standing with the Lord.  All they had to do was to check their crops.  Was their ample rain? Was there a good crop? If so, then they were walking with the Lord.  But if there was no rain and there was famine in the land, then they needed to repent and turn back to the Lord.  God did speak to them through their circumstances.  

B.  And we see this truth played out in some of the events in the Old Testament.  For example, the book of Ruth tells of a famine in Israel which Elimelech tried to escape, taking his wife, Naomi and his two sons, Mahlon and Kilion off to Moab.  But the famine was God’s chastening on Israel because of their rebellion.  Elimelech should have stayed put and endured the Lord’s chastening, repenting and turning back to God.  And, because he sought to escape the Lord’s chastening, God ramped it up and put Elimelech and this two sons to death in Moab.  The Lord was speaking to him through the famine, but Elimelech either didn’t listen or rebelled against the Lord.  


We see this even more graphically portrayed in the story of Elijah and Ahab.  Because Ahab was a wicked king and led the people into idolatry, God sent Elijah to announce to him that there would be no rain, in direct fulfillment of this warning in Deuteronomy 11.  Ahab and Israel should have recognized this and repented immediately, but the continued to rebel, and there was no rain for three years.  And then, in a dramatic showdown on Mt. Carmel, Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal to pony up:  which god could send fire from heaven.  This should have been child’s play for Baal because he was believed to be the god of the storm.  Of course their hadn’t been any storms or rain for a long time, so all their homage to Baal was for naught. And after the prophets of Baal failed to produce fire from heaven, Elijah simply prayed to the Lord and the fire fell.  And the people declared, “The Lord, he is God!”  And do you know what happened next? The rains came.  The Lord had been chastening his people as he promised, and when they turned back to him, the chastening was over. 


C.  Does the Lord chasten his people today? Of course.  Hebrews 12:5-6 tells us “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord,  nor be weary when reproved by him. 6  For the Lord disciplines the one he loves,  and chastises every son whom he receives.”  But that does not mean that every mishap is the Lord’s chastening, or that the Lord is trying to speak to us through every reversal.  Again, do you need a car accident, or a tumor, or getting laid off to tell you that sin is wrong and that you need to repent and walk closely with Christ? Of course not.  God’s Word is all you need.  Yet…if you do suffer some kind of trial or special problem, one of the things you should consider is the Lord’s discipline, and use it as an opportunity for self-examination and repentance and drawing close to Christ.  Does that mean the problem will immediately go away?  Maybe, maybe not.  But if it does, will you then go back to sinning? And if it doesn’t, will you then turn away from Christ?  We cannot be sure that the Lord is saying anything to us through our hardship.  As with Job, it may not have anything to do with us.  And, as with Job, we may never know the reasons.  


Our proper position in trouble is trust, accepting all things from our Father’s loving and sovereign hand.  
II. WE MUST RESPECT THE LORD’S COMMAND. 


A.  It’s in God’s Word that he speaks to us, and from his Word we receive our marching orders.  If we look to our circumstances and try to decipher from them some secret message from God, we have no assurance that we will get it right.  But God’s Word in Scripture is inerrant and infallible:  we always get it right from the Word.  

That’s why Moses re-issues the command to teach the Word to the succeeding generations.  So we find in verses 18-21:  18 “You shall therefore lay up these words of mine in your heart and in your soul, and you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 19  You shall teach them to your children, talking of them when you are sitting in your house, and when you are walking by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. 20  You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates, 21  that your days and the days of your children may be multiplied in the land that the LORD swore to your fathers to give them, as long as the heavens are above the earth.”  


Does that sound familiar to you? It should.  We have met something very similar in chapter 6, right after the command to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and strength.”  This is an example of a literary device called “inclusio” in which you begin and end a section with some of the same words.  It signals that this lengthy commentary on the first commandment is drawing to a close.  

B.  But it is also a signal to us of God’s priorities.  The way we love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, and strength is that we pay careful attention to what he has said, and we teach what he has said to everyone.  Again, this is why we spend so much time in this church teaching and preaching the Word of God and calling for obedient response to the Word.  Jesus asked his disciples a tough question:  “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?” (Luke 6:46)  Love for the Lord is shown best in careful attention to what he has said, in careful obedience to his commands, and in teaching his word to others, especially the succeeding generations.  


C.  In fact, this is one of the troubling aspects of those who are constantly trying to decode God’s supposed messages through circumstances.  So very often people who do this also neglect what God has plainly said in his Word.  Yet that’s what God is interested in.  God saw to it that prophets and biblical writers faithfully transmitted his Word, that through the centuries his Word was preserved, and now it has been faithfully translated into our language.  And many Christians today bypass the Word and go straight to wondering what God may be saying through their circumstances.  One biblical scholar, Bruce Waltke, calls this nothing less than divination, a practice that was always condemned in Scripture.  

And this reveals another serious concern facing the church today, namely that we have foolishly raised a generation trying to coax them to church with a steady diet of fluff and fun, and so much of the next generation of the church is utterly ignorant of the Word, and has been taught to trust their feelings in order to find the will of God.  In some ways this is perhaps changing, but I fear it may be too little, too late.  We must respect the Lord’s commands, and not go about trying to read the tea leaves of our changing circumstances.  That’s what it means to be a biblical Christ.

And thirdly,

III. WE MUST REST IN THE LORD’S CONTROL.


Moses issues a warning, a command, and a promise.  The warning is that with respect to the Lord’s chastening.  The command has to do with carefully teaching and obeying his Word.  

A.  And the promise deals with victory and success the Lord’s work.  God called Israel to go in and take possession of the Promised Land.  And here’s what he promises them:  “22  For if you will be careful to do all this commandment that I command you to do, loving the LORD your God, walking in all his ways, and holding fast to him, 23  then the LORD will drive out all these nations before you, and you will dispossess nations greater and mightier than yourselves. 24  Every place on which the sole of your foot treads shall be yours. Your territory shall be from the wilderness to the Lebanon and from the River, the river Euphrates, to the western sea. 25  No one shall be able to stand against you. The LORD your God will lay the fear of you and the dread of you on all the land that you shall tread, as he promised you.”

B.  Now you know that God’s people are no longer called to literal warfare.  There is no geographic location which we must seize from others in the name of the Lord.  Rather, we are called to the spiritual battle to rescue the perishing, to preach the Gospel to every creature and call every man, woman, girl, and boy to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ.  And what promise do we have as we go about doing God’s will and proclaiming God’s Son as the only Savior? We have a remarkable promise to stand upon.  Jesus said that as we go about the divine work of making disciples of all nations by baptizing and teaching them, that he would be with us always, even to the close of the age.  That is very good news, for without his work, we would be powerless.  Jesus said in John 15, “I am the vine and you are the branches.  Apart from me you can do nothing.  But if you abide in me, you will bear much fruit.”  I believe him.  As we go about the Lord’s work in sharing Christ with those who do not believe, we should rest in this promise, knowing that he is the true worker, softening hard hearts, enlightening darkened minds, giving the gifts of repentance and faith.  We simply need to be faithful and share the message of Christ.    


C.  I think we become far too fearful when it comes to evangelism or witnessing.  We defeat ourselves before we even begin.  To borrow the words of G.K. Chesterton, used in a little different context, “Witnessing has not so much been tried and found wanting as it has been found difficult and so left untried.”  But what if it is no more difficult than simply winning the right to tell people the best news they could ever hear, the news they may already be dying to hear?  I recall sharing the Gospel on the streets of Grand Rapids, Michigan some years ago.  And when we had finished explaining the message to a group of young people, one young lady exclaimed, “I was just praying today that someone would come and explain these things to me.”  God was already at work before we ever showed up.  But we had to show up.  We were the answer to her prayer.  
(
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