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NO COMPROMISE (3)
(Deuteronomy 13:12-18)

SUBJECT:  Compromise.


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  

INTRODUCTION:


A.  Many years ago I took a college course in sociology.  I don’t remember much from it, but one thing the teacher said on the first day stuck with me always.  He explained that every subject or field of study had its own language and vocabulary.  And if you learn the language, you are a long way into learning the subject itself.  

This is true of the Christian faith as well.  The Bible presents us with important terms, biblical words that we need to understand.  And when we do understand them, we are a long way into understanding the faith.  That’s one of the helpful things about the catechism—it is filled with definitions.  What is God? God is a spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.  What is sin?  Sin is any want of conformity unto or transgression of the law of God.  And there are many more definitions.


B.  In our study of Deuteronomy we have come to three case studies in chapter 13 of temptations to defect from the biblical faith, and how they are to be remedied.  I have used a couple of important terms, and I should have defined them.  So I will do so now.  One is the word “heresy” and the other is the word “apostasy.”  These terms are similar, but not identical.  


1.  “Heresy” literally means “to take, grasp, or choose.”  It refers to taking up an opinion or doctrine that is at variance with established beliefs.  Heresy is not merely some odd, quirky belief, but a true departure from one of the central truths of scripture, such as the doctrine of the trinity, or the divinity of Christ or the authority and inerrancy of the Bible itself.  “Heresy” mainly refers to wrong doctrine.  To remember it you might think that heresy sounds a little like “hair-brained.”  


2.  “Apostasy” literally means “to stand away from.”  It is the abandonment of one’s Christian faith.  One has walked away from God, from the church, from living the Christian life.  It commonly involves doctrine:  giving up beliefs or embracing a different religion.  But it may more involve practice, way of life.  Someone may protest that they still believe in God or the Apostles’ Creed, but they the life they live is apparently unrelated to what they profess.  Apostasy means leaving the faith behind.  To remember it you might think that “apostasy” sounds a bit like “a posse,” and picture a posse riding away, leaving.   


C.  I bring these terms up because our final case study of those who leave the biblical faith, this time involves a large group of people, an entire community, who have apostatized, who have committed apostasy, who have become apostates.  The first case study, you recall, was of a false prophet who performed a genuine, miraculous sign, and then urged the people to follow other gods.  The second case study was of a close friend or family member who sought to entice you to follow other gods.  This third one is of a large city, the whole group of which quits following the Lord to serve other gods.  


Each situation called for an appropriate response, and this final one is no exception.  

I.  WE MUST UNDERSTAND THE PRESSURES.


A.  There is a constant pressure that is exerted upon us at all times, a pressure which is so pervasive that we are scarcely aware of it.  I’m talking about air pressure.  Right now, the weight of the air that is resting on you exerts a pressure of something like 14 pounds per every square inch.  Now your body was born into it and is itself pressurized so that you can live within it.  If this air pressure or barometric pressure were suddenly removed, as it is in outer space, your pressurized body would explode.  


But there is another, just as constant, spiritual pressure exerted upon us to do what is wrong.  The Bible refers to this pressure as simply the “world,” the world system of expectations and beliefs that makes sin seem normal and godliness seem stupid.  This force is sometimes called “peer pressure,” but that would be inaccurate since peer pressure can actually be positive in healthy environments.  The pressure of the world is always at odds with God’s truth and God’s way.  


B.  In the first case study (1-5), the pressure came through the avenue of deception.  A false prophet produced a miraculous sign, but then sought to draw God’s people away from him.  In the second instance (6-11), the pressure was that of familiarity and trust:  someone close to you, who already had influence with you, sought to use the influence for evil.  In this third case study, the pressure comes in the form of the majority.  “Everybody’s doing it.”   “12 “If you hear in one of your cities, which the LORD your God is giving you to dwell there, 13  that certain worthless fellows have gone out among you and have drawn away the inhabitants of their city, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods,’ which you have not known, 14  then you shall inquire and make search and ask diligently.”  The danger was that if a whole community fell into idolatry, it would exert this sinful pressure on all who visited or joined them.  And its inhabitants would become a snare to nearby communities.  It is the pressure of the group.  


There are many psychological and sociological studies that demonstrate this pressure.  In one study, a class of youngsters was asked to consistently give the wrong answer to simple questions.  The one, unsuspecting class member who wasn’t in on the secret would most often agree with the majority in giving the wrong answer, even though he or she knew it was wrong.  


C.  What we must realize is that as God’s people we will almost always be in the minority report.  This was the case throughout most of the Old Testament.   There was the official people of God, Israel, but the great majority did not believe.  At several points in Israel’s history, it wasn’t a town or two that had gone over to the idols, it was every town, and only a small remnant remained faithful to the Lord.  The prophet Elijah could complain that he alone was left to follow the Lord.  And even though the Lord assured him that there were yet 7,000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal, the false god, that 7,000 was perhaps only one percent of the whole nation.  The prophet Micaiah stood alone against the 400 prophets of Baal.  Isaiah was a lonely voice against the majority, and God caused the faithful to gather around him as a remnant of believers in the midst of unbelief.   


Paul would explain “not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel” (Romans 9:6).  It has not been an infrequent occurrence in the church that the true church has dwelt in the midst of the false church.  Those who came out of the PCUS and founded our own PCA understood that the PCUS had departed and defected from the biblical faith.  They first called themselves, “the continuing Presbyterian church,” recognizing that the larger, false church had ceased to “continue” in the true faith, had walked away, had apostatized.  Throughout the whole history of the people of God there has been this kind of defection and departure, so we must beware the pressure of the majority, for the majority can often be wrong.  

II. WE MUST REMOVE THE TEMPTATION.   



Consider verses 14-16:  “14  then you shall inquire and make search and ask diligently. And behold, if it be true and certain that such an abomination has been done among you, 15  you shall surely put the inhabitants of that city to the sword, devoting it to destruction, all who are in it and its cattle, with the edge of the sword. 16  You shall gather all its spoil into the midst of its open square and burn the city and all its spoil with fire, as a whole burnt offering to the LORD your God. It shall be a heap forever. It shall not be built again.”

A.  If a city ever went over to the other gods, then that city fell under God’s judgment.  When Israel was instructed to take possession of the Promised Land, they were to utterly destroy the inhabitants there (or in some instances, to drive them out).  This destruction is called the “ban.”  Sometimes this destruction was applied only to the wicked people of the cities, not their livestock or possessions or the cities themselves.  But in other situations it was a complete destruction of all the people, livestock and possessions of the city, the city was to be burnt, and it was to remain as a ruined heap forever.  This total ban was especially applied to Canaanite cities like Jericho for their idolatry and shameful immorality.


B.  What God is warning here is that if his people ever become like the Canaanites, then they will fall under the same judgment as those Canaanites.  Just because a person was an Israelite by birth, it did not meant that they automatically continued under God’s gracious covenant with Abraham and Moses.  And this is what Paul meant by his statement in Romans 9:6:  “not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel.”  Just because they were in God’s covenant by birth and circumcision it didn’t mean that they would remain a part of God’s covenant.   And similarly, just because someone is born into a Christian home or baptized as a baby, it doesn’t mean that they have an automatic pass into heaven.  They must remain in covenant relationship with God through faith in Christ.  


C.  We must remember that departing from faith in Christ means that they are still under God’s judgment.  All people are born in sin, born hostile to God, and so are under God’s judgment.  Jesus is the only shelter from the righteous wrath of almighty God.  If we leave that shelter, we become vulnerable to his judgment.  It’s like in the Old Testament when Israel was in Egypt.  The last of the ten plagues was God’s judgment on the firstborn.  On a certain night, the angel of death would kill the firstborn son of every household, whether in Egypt or Israel, for all are sinners deserving God’s judgment.  The only hope was given to Israel, if they would place a lamb’s blood on the top and sides of their door frame, the angel would see the blood and “pass over” that house.  But there was only protection under the blood.  If a firstborn son left the protection of that blood, he became liable to God’s judgment.  


The only shelter from God’s fierce anger is through faith in Jesus.  Our Lord Jesus explained that to reject him would leave you under judgment.  In John 3:17-18, Jesus said, “17  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18  Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.” 

III. WE MUST SEEK THE LORD’S APPROVAL.


A.  What should matter most is the Lord’s approval.  “17  None of the devoted things shall stick to your hand, that the LORD may turn from the fierceness of his anger and show you mercy and have compassion on you and multiply you, as he swore to your fathers, 18  if you obey the voice of the LORD your God, keeping all his commandments that I am commanding you today, and doing what is right in the sight of the LORD your God.”  


Once again it is clear that the Lord’s wonderful covenant promises are given freely to Israel as a nation, but must be appropriated by individuals and in each generation by faith and obedience.  God would keep his covenant promises “as he swore to your fathers,” but they must obey his voice and keep his commandments.  

B.  The point is that the actions of the few affect the whole group.  If a city in Israel turned against the Lord, the whole people of Israel was endangered because of the Lord’s fierce anger against idolatry.  And so the faithful people of God were commanded to take action against the offenders in order to restore the Lord’s approval.  This points us today to the necessity of the practice of church discipline.  God’s favor rests on his faithful church, but the sinful actions of a few can imperil the whole church.  So God has given a way that we might correct and discipline offenders in the church.  


C.  Jesus spoke of this in Matthew 18:15-20:  “15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother.”  That’s how church discipline is to begin, with the private investigation by an individual Christian.  Every believer is charged with the responsibility to watch out for a brother or sister who falls into sin, to gently confront them, and prayerfully seek to restore through repentance.  


But if they do not respond to your pleading, then Jesus says you must go one step further. “16  But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses.”  Now you take one or two along with you, to show the seriousness of what has happened, but also to establish the matter through a multiplicity of witnesses.  


And if that is ineffective, then, for the sake of the offender and the whole church, you must go further:  “17  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”  If a brother or sister refuses to listen to the rebuke of the whole church, then he or she shall no longer be considered a brother or sister, but be treated as a non-Christian.  Jesus says that this is so serious that he promises his authority to be with the church in this matter of church discipline:  “18  Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 19  Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20  For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.”

This process of church discipline is the New Testament counterpart of God’s command here at the end of Deuteronomy 13.  We are to take sin just as seriously and deal with it just as carefully and completely, because we know that God’s favor and blessing only rest on his faithful people.  
CONCLUSION


So this concludes our discussion of the first two commandments and the sobering warnings about the pressures to compromise.  
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