SERMON THE SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Deuteronomy 7:6-9

Our certainty rests on God’s love and His faithfulness to His promises

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

The Word of God, the basis for the sermon, is the Old Testament reading heard before, Deuteronomy 7:6-9

6 “For you are a people that is holy to the LORD, your God. The LORD, your God, has chosen you out of all the other peoples on the surface of the earth to be a people that is His personal property. 7 The LORD has not clung to you and chosen you because you had been more numerous than all the other nations. For you were the smallest of all the nations. 8 Rather, because the LORD loved you and kept the oath that He had made with your forefathers, the LORD brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from slave-quarters, from the power of Pharaoh, the king of Egypt. 9 Therefore you shall know that the LORD, your God, is God, the faithful God, who keeps His Covenant and His mercy for a thousand generations with those who love Him and who keep His Commandments!”

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

Dear friends in Christ,


In secular affairs, we are accustomed to measures of greatness. Regular polls survey the percentages of support for political parties. We assess the strengths of various nations by their financial resources, or by their military capability and we talk about some as superpowers. We may compare the literary output or their scientific achievements of various countries.


In our understanding of the church and the claims of various denominations, we say that the true marks of the church are the right teaching of the Gospel and the right use of the sacraments. The marks of the true church are not its age. Otherwise, the scribes and Pharisees would have seemed to be justified in their appeal to Abraham and Moses against Jesus. Yet really, Jesus’ claims went back to God’s earliest promise in the Garden of Eden. The marks of the true church are not size. The number of people who follow particular doctrines cannot determine their truth. The marks of the church are not prestige. The number of wise, learned, and noble people among a church’s members cannot prove its claims to the truth. The marks of the church are not the merit and the holiness of its members, because even heathen people have outward civic righteousness, and people can outwardly pretend to be holy. A mark of a church is not its name. A name does not prevent a church from teaching falsely. During the controversy about the divinity of Christ, the majority of Christians had adopted creeds that tended towards an Arian view, and the truth lay with Athanasius, who was often in exile. The mark of a true church is not its external unity under a particular leader. After 1309 AD, there were two popes for about seventy years, one at Avignon and another at Rome. When the Council of Pisa deposed those two in 1409, and they refused to stand down, there were three popes until 1417. The true marks of the church are not claims about impressive miracles, such as healings, or speaking in tongues. Miracles can be lying wonders (2 Ths 2:9), through which Satan deceives people.


On a personal plane, many people rate themselves highly because of their influence, their wealth, their achievements, their physical strength, or their cleverness. No one can make a claim on God because of such things.


Our text comes after the Lord’s command to destroy the Canaanites, seven nations more numerous than the Israelites. The Canaanites’ idolatry had inflamed the Lord’s anger. They had refused to repent for four hundred years. The Lord told the Israelites to tear down their altars and not to intermarry with them (Dt 7:1-6). 


Moses told the Israelites, “The LORD has not clung to you and chosen you because you had been more numerous than all the other nations. For you were the smallest of all the nations.” Including Joseph’s two sons who were born in Egypt, the grand total of the members of Jacob’s family in Egypt was only seventy (Gn 46:27). When the Israelites entered the land of Canaan and they brought the first basket of their produce before the priests, God told them to say, “My forefather was a wandering Aramean. He went down to Egypt with few people, and he lived as a foreigner there. There he became a great, powerful, and numerous nation. However, the Egyptians treated us harshly, oppressed us, and imposed severe forced labour on us. Then we cried to the LORD, the God of our forefathers, and the LORD heard our cry. He saw our misery, distress, and oppression. The LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror, and with miraculous signs and wonders. He has brought us to this place and has given us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Dt 26:5-9). God planned, through that small beginning in His selection of Israel, to extend His salvation to all nations. He chose the patriarchs to be the ancestors of His Son in His human nature, and eventually to use members of the Jewish nation as the voices that would begin to proclaim His salvation to all peoples of the earth.


There is mystery in God’s choice of particular people to salvation. It does not include all people. Yet there is no predestination to damnation. Rather, God earnestly desires to save all, and His Gospel invitation to all sinners is always serious. In the face of this mystery, we do not complain that God has not chosen all, nor do we ask why. We simply praise God for choosing us, and thank Him for His grace. It is comforting to know that our salvation does not depend on anything that we have done or not done here in time, but on God’s grace to us in Christ from eternity. He has ensured your salvation, so that no one can snatch you out of His hands. His purpose for you in Christ cannot fail, and His promise is sure.


When the Scriptures give the reasons for people’s share in eternal life, they go back to God’s purpose and grace. He made His choice in eternity before the foundation of the world. Moses said, “The LORD, your God, has chosen you out of all the other peoples on the surface of the earth to be a people that is His personal property.” We can also translate the word for “personal property” as “treasured possession.” A person’s standing before God is not earned, but ascribed. When God justifies a person, He does not declare him or her as righteous because He has found after examination that he or she has lived a righteous life. The person whom God justifies is ungodly and sinful (Rm 4:5), but God reckons him or her as righteous for Christ’s sake. He credits the person with a righteousness that was not his or her own.


God’s choice of the Israelites was not to be a reason for pride. There was no intrinsic merit in Israel that motivated the Lord to choose that nation. It is always the same double truth. God will finally reject particular people because of their own fault. God will save particular people entirely by His grace and mercy in Christ.


Moses gave two reasons why God chose Israel. The first was that He loved Israel. Moses said, “Rather, because the LORD loved you…” Many wives ask their husbands, “Do you still love me?” The question is not merely, “Do you still find me sexually attractive?” There are various motives for love. Sometimes a person has regarded his or her marriage as a kind of rescue mission; and sometimes people who had regarded their marriages as rescue missions have come to realise that they were the ones who were rescued. In the Scriptures, God’s love is unmerited and inexplicable. Believers measure it by two characteristics. God commends His love by the cost that He pays, and He shows His love to people who have not deserved to receive it.


The second reason for God’s choice of Israel was the oath that He had sworn to Israel’s ancestors. He was faithful to His promises. In marriage, we speak of spouses who are faithful or unfaithful. “Faithful” means, “keeping one’s promises.” Moses told the Israelites, “The LORD… kept the oath that He made with your forefathers.” The Lord had made promises to Adam and Eve, to Abraham, to Isaac, to Jacob, and to Judah, to bring blessing and salvation to all people through the Messiah (Gn 3:15; 12:3, 7; 26:3-6; 28:13-15; 49:10). When people make oaths, they appeal to something higher than they are, but, when God makes an oath, He swears by Himself. Later, He was merciful to the kings and people of Judah for the sake of David, who received His mercy and w ho was the ancestor and a type of the promised Messiah.


God’s faithfulness is inexplicable. Moses said, “The LORD, your God, the faithful God …keeps His Covenant and His mercy for a thousand generations.” In Hebrew, the word for “thousand” was often not a strict number, and simply meant a very large quantity. If we reckon a generation as thirty years, there are about three generations to a century. If we take the age of the earth as the Scriptures have stated it, there have been some four thousand years in the Old Testament and some two thousand in the New Testament. Six thousand years comes to only about two hundred generations! Obviously, God’s mercy includes His promise of eternal life, where we shall experience the full results of His mercy. His abundant mercy is unending. There are no limits to it.


God based His claim on Israel on His particular rescue of them from Egypt with a mighty hand and an uplifted arm. He forced stubborn Pharaoh to do His will by impressive miracles, and delivered Israel from a seemingly hopeless situation, when they were slaves. Moses used the word, “redeem.” It meant to liberate or ransom, as God redeemed David from the power of Saul. Jews could redeem their firstborn sons, slaves, and other people from social or political obligations. They could redeem animals, and even unclean animals, often by a payment of money. Redemption is part of the understanding of Jesus’ work of salvation. He has redeemed us, not with gold or silver, but with His holy precious blood and His innocent suffering and death. We remember God’s promise to redeem sinners, which He fulfilled in Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection.


Moses mentions several results of the Lord’s choice of Israel. He said, “You are a people that is holy to the LORD, your God.” God declared His people holy, that is, set apart for God’s special use. Their lineage would produce the world’s Messiah, Jesus Christ, whose humanity would be free from sin. Our holiness is not what we have achieved, but Jesus Christ is our sanctification. Our holiness is really His, as our righteousness is His.


Another result of the Lord’s loving choice would be their response in love and obedience. Moses said, “The LORD, your God, the faithful God… keeps His Covenant and His mercy for a thousand generations with those who love Him and who keep His Commandments.” Our love to God is not the reason for our Lord’s choice of us, but our response. It is very imperfect, and we continually break His Commandments, in thought, word, and deed. The history of Israel shows its continuing unfaithfulness, and our personal histories are similar. Yet spiritually, according to the inner man, we take delight in God’s commandments, and love Him, who first loved us. Unlike sinful human beings, God fulfils His promises, and remains steadfast in His love; and we respond to His love by loving Him.


Praise be to God, who has chosen us in Christ, in love, and has kept His covenant-promises! Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Lord of all power and grace, since Your eyes watch over the righteous and Your ears listen to their cries, hear our prayers as we come before You in gratitude and praise for all Your mercies.


We remember our great sinfulness before You, O Lord, and confess it with repentant hearts. Do not treat us as we deserve, but forgive us because of Your limitless love, that we may experience anew the joy of Your salvation and always live to Your praise.


We thank You for the daily miracles of Your care and love. Lead us to trust that You open Your hand and satisfy the needs of all Your creation and fill our lives with everything good, and make us thankful people.


We praise You especially for the gift of Your Son Jesus Christ, whom You have sent to be the Saviour of the world. Grant that we may believe in Him with all our hearts, honour Him as our Lord, and live under Him in the kingdom He has established. Grant that we may obey His words eagerly, love Him truly, and serve Him joyfully.


Continue to enlighten our lives by Your Holy Spirit, so that they may produce the abundant fruits of righteousness. Enable us to grow in knowledge of Your truth, and in self-control in our lives. Give us a firm faith, pious minds, pure hearts, affection and sympathy for all our fellow-Christians, and love for all people.


Raise up pastors who will be true fishers of men. Lead all Your people to put aside human opinions and selfish concerns, and to follow Your Son wherever He leads them. Give unity of spirit to Your people. Uphold those Christians who are suffering for the sake of their faith; and give them strength and courage.


We pray for the nations of the earth. Put down tyranny and terrorism. Raise up leaders who acknowledge You and Your will. Bless our country Australia. Lead its people to pursue all that is good, and to put aside all that is evil. Frustrate the designs of those who want to promote murder through abortion and euthanasia.


Hear the cry of the suffering. Strengthen them in body and spirit, and save them for Your mercy’s sake. As we are only pilgrims in this world, guide and keep us, and bring us all at last to our heavenly home.


Receive these prayers, which we offer in the name of the Author of life, Jesus Christ, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

 

