Harvest Thanksgiving, 2011
                                                           Deuteronomy 8:3


MAN DOES NOT LIVE BY BREAD ALONE

Sermon for Harvest Thanksgiving, 2011 

Deuteronomy 8:3


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 


The text for our sermon today is Deuteronomy 8:3 Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,

Moses reminded the people of Israel that everything they had - and everything they were - was a gift from God. God had made them a nation. Their forefather Jacob, a wandering Aramean, almost became a “perishing Aramean” because he had to flee for his life from his brother Esau (Genesis 27:41–45), elude his uncle Laban (Genesis 31:17–30), and finally relocate to Egypt to escape the famine (Genesis 46:1–7). Without the Lord’s blessing, Jacob would have never amounted to anything and likely died in that famine, and they would not be where they were today. 
God had given the people of Israel freedom from slavery in Egypt. He was giving them the Promised Land for their inheritance. God was giving them fruit of the ground, an abundant harvest in a land flowing with milk and honey. All that was good was a gift from God to them. 

So Moses commanded an offering of first fruits. The people were to take a portion of the best of their harvest and offer it to God – not to buy God’s favour and grease His palm for the next go-around, but because God already favoured them. 

The purpose of these thank offerings was to keep the people of Israel focused on the truth that everything they had was a gift of God. The temptations were all too obvious: they could see and handle the harvest, and it would be easy for them to neglect the truth of God’s goodness. There would be the temptation to doubt, to say “All of this is mine because of what I have done. I don’t need God’s help because I’m perfectly capable of helping myself.” There would be the temptation to pride, to say, “The Lord might have gotten me started, but look what I’ve accomplished for myself since then!” Left unrepented, these sins would lead to unbelief, to saying, “We have all that we need apart from God, so we have no need for God at all.” 

Those temptations were a real danger, for there is always a temptation to rejoice in the things of creation far more than the Creator of all things. So it would play out in the history of Israel: over time, they would forsake the Lord and fail to thank Him for all of His gifts. They’d turn to other gods - not because these gods could give them anything, but because these false gods gave silent approval to whatever sins they wanted to commit. Eventually, those who had been set free from Egypt would find themselves enslaved by Assyria and Babylon. 

It was not supposed to be that way. The Lord desired to take care of His people forever, to continue to give them daily bread, abundant harvests and all good things. Apart from Him, there was only affliction, toil, oppression and death. As His people, they could trust in His deliverance with great deeds, signs and wonders. Moses declared to the people of Israel that Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.
Many centuries later, Jesus repeated those words. He was out in the wilderness where the devil was tempting Him. Jesus was hungry, and so the devil tempts Him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.” The hunger and the bread are the guise for Satan’s strategy. The devil is saying, “God promised all sorts of good gifts to His people. The people of God get abundant harvests, milk and honey, daily bread. Here You are, supposedly the Son of God, without even bread to eat. That doesn’t make You much of a Son of God, now, does it? Command this stone to become bread.” 

There are a couple of interwoven temptations here. One is the temptation to doubt that Jesus has His Father’s blessing. The other is to forsake His ministry of taking the place of sinners. 

The more you think about it, the more you cannot separate the temptation in the wilderness from what happens immediately before it: Jesus’ baptism. Jesus has just been baptised, along with all of those repentant sinners who have gathered to listen to John the Baptist. By His baptism, Jesus has taken His place with sinners. He stands with them. He is taking their place, bearing their sins. He is now making His way to the cross to die in their place. He is doing so with His Father’s approval: for when He was baptised, His Father said, “You are My beloved Son: in You I am well pleased.” 

Having taken His place with sinners, it only makes sense that Jesus is next found in the wilderness. Our Old Testament lesson declares that the Promised Land is for the people of God who keep His laws, not for sinners; and since Jesus has taken His place with sinners, it’s no surprise He’s back out in the wilderness. Our Old Testament lesson declares that the people of God enjoy an abundant harvest from God; so there is Jesus, taking His place with sinners, without even a piece of bread. The people of God enjoy the protection of the One who delivered them from Egypt with great deeds of terror, with signs and wonders; so there is Jesus, afflicted by the devil while He’s weak and alone. As the Son of God, He should have everything; as the Saviour who stands with sinners to save them, He’s got nothing. 

So Satan tempts: “Are You sure You’re the Son of God? And if You are, are You sure You want to continue on this path of standing with sinners, saving them?” All that Jesus sees and feels at that moment would argue against His sonship and ministry. But Jesus doesn’t go with what He sees and feels at the moment. He goes with what He has heard. He has heard His Father say, “You are My beloved Son,” so He knows who He is. He has heard His Father say, “In You I am well-pleased,” so He knows His calling as Saviour has His Father’s blessing. When it comes to proof, God’s Word trumps bread. So Jesus repeats the Word He once spoke to Moses: Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.
After this, the devil departs “until an opportune time” and there will never be a time when Jesus is more obviously taking the place of sinners than when He’s on the cross, forsaken by God and condemned for the sins of the world. 

You are tempted, too. And many of those temptations will result from the devil’s whispers about the things that you have, or don’t have. Everything that you have is a gift from God. There is nothing that you would have without His blessing, nothing you possess had He not spoken to give it to you. When the Israelites brought their first fruits to the Lord, they were to recite a response that began, “My forefather was a wandering Aramean.” 
The purpose was that they acknowledge that all they had was undeserved, given by God. We often begin our service by saying, “I, a poor helpless sinner, confess to You all my sins, and repent of all the evil I have done. I have deeply displeased You and deserve Your punishment in time and in eternity.” With those words, we also confess that everything we have is an undeserved gift from God. 

The devil will use all sorts of “daily bread” of gifts to tempt you to believe that you aren’t God’s, don’t want Him or don’t need Him. Where you lack and do not have the things that you would like, the devil will tempt, “Are you really sure that you’re a child of God? If you were, shouldn’t you have more good stuff? Maybe you’re not a child of God at all.” Where you suffer affliction or infirmity, the devil will whisper, “Some God this is. Not only doesn’t He give you much in the way of good stuff, but He’s also loaded you down with all sorts of bad. Maybe you ought to think about dumping God and setting out on your own.” Or when you enjoy a time of prosperity and wealth, the devil will try to woo you all the way to hell, saying, “Look at all you’ve done! Look at all you’ve gotten for yourself! Who needs God with all of His annoying laws and His talk about sin and grace? Enjoy what you’ve got! Who needs Him?” 

Every satanic temptation has one goal in mind: to destroy your faith by leading you to doubt God, hate God or see no need for God. The devil knows the value of material things for temptation: you can see the things you have. You can’t see your Saviour, and a thing in the hand seems so much more real than a Saviour you trust by faith. 

But to all of these temptations, you can respond with your Saviour: Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD. Far beyond the temporary things that you see and have, you know that the Word of the Lord is sure. 

By the Word of the Lord, you know that Jesus has taken His place with sinners, for you. He was tempted in the wilderness and resisted it perfectly so that He might give you the credit for His perfect obedience. That Word declares to you that Christ has died in your place, for all of your sins, so that you can be certain that there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 

The Lord speaks His Word directly to you. You can be sure that you are one of His children, enjoying His favour, because He said so to you with the words, “I baptise you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” As the Father called Jesus His beloved Son at His baptism, so He has declared you to be His beloved child at yours. The Lord speaks His Word to tell you that His favour for you hasn’t changed: you hear Him say it is so when He declares, “I forgive you for all of your sins.” And as long as you are in this wilderness, you know that you are not forsaken. The Lord is with you. The Lord is near to you. He is as near as His Word. He is so near as to give you His own body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins. 

Make no mistake: this work of the Lord in His means of grace is far greater than the great deeds, signs and wonders that He performed to free His people from Egypt; for by His Word, He has freed you from sin, death and hell. 
Everything you have is a gift from God. An undeserved gift. As long as the devil tempts, that’s a tough truth to confess. But you live each day knowing that you are a child of God, who delights to give you all sorts of good things; and whether it is given to you to be a steward of much or little in this life, you have the Word of the Lord. That is why you live, for you are forgiven for all of your sins. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR HARVEST THANKSGIVING


God our Father, You have created the universe in great wisdom, and sustain it by Your powerful word.  You are good to everyone, and have compassion on all that You have made.  We enter Your house of prayer with thanksgiving, and come before You with songs of joy.  We thank You for the many blessings and joys You lavish on our lives.  We thank You for soil and seed, sunlight and rain, health and strength, machinery and technology, and every other blessing by which You give us our daily bread.  You have given us a plentiful land, rich in resources for agriculture, mining, and industry.  You have blessed us with education and skills to use these resources for the good of our country and its people.  Although You do not always spare us from trouble and dark days, we still must confess that our cup of blessing is overflowing, and so we praise Your name.  Make us continually aware of Your goodness, O Lord.  Increase our trust that in all things You are working for our good.


But, Lord, You not only care for our bodies; Your richest love is reserved for the salvation of our souls.  Because You have revealed Yourself to us in Your Word, we know You in Your limitless grace, and live in the light of Your truth and love.  We thank You especially for Your greatest of gifts: Jesus Christ our Saviour, and for all the blessings of the Gospel and the Church.  Help us to appreciate fully these choicest gifts, and to produce in our lives a rich harvest of faith, goodness, and love.


Free us from every temptation to trust in uncertain things like material wealth.  Free us from covetousness, envy, and jealousy.  Increase our joy in what You provide, and make us content.  Make us more sensitive to what others need.  Give us compassion to help those who have too little, and the opportunities to share Your blessings.  Let our service to others pave the way for witness to the Gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ Your Son.  Teach us to use wisely the things You place at our disposal.


Bless and strengthen the poor and the hungry, those who cannot work, the lonely, the depressed, and especially those who are suffering because of their Christian faith.  Give them all the generous help of friends, but, above all, strong trust in Your presence and care.


Guide the nations on earth, and particularly those countries whose people are desperately poor.  Grant that all who look up to You for material blessings may find Your kingdom, and Your righteousness.  Bless our country Australia with a united spirit and godly goals.  Teach its leaders and its people to know, believe, and do Your will.  Remove from us things that are unwise and harmful.


Continue to supply the spiritual needs of our families, so that truth, love, and high morals may bless our homes.


We offer You our prayers and our songs of praise, heavenly Father, in the name of Your dear Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ, to whom be glory and honour for ever.  Amen.
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