Liturgy:

Reading : Deut. 30, 11-20

Text       : Deut. 30, 19 + 20

Ps.  122 : 1,2

Ps.  119 : 60

Hy.     8 : 1

Ps.  119 : 17 (after ordination)

Ps.    84 : 3,6 (collection & closing song)

Hy.  58 : 1 (after signing subscription form)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

A central element of the Reformed doctrine is that we are saved by grace alone. This doctrine is firmly rooted in Scripture. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Ephesians, Ch. 2, 8 + 9, “…” Faith is a gift, worked in our heart by the Holy Spirit through the preaching of the gospel.
 To be saved one has to be born anew by power from above, and so it is mere grace.

Yet – as we confess it in the Canons of Dort – 

“this divine grace of regeneration does not act upon man as if they were blocks and stones and does not take away the will and its properties, or violently coerce it, but makes the will spiritually alive, heals it, corrects it, pleasantly and at the same time powerfully bends it. As a result, where formerly the rebellion and resistance of the flesh fully dominated, now a prompt and sincere obedience of the Spirit begins to prevail, in which the true, spiritual renewal and freedom of our will consists.”
 

This shows we are personally involved in this process of regeneration. Part of this personal involvement is that God calls us to make a definite choice. This call is a real call, which requires action from our side, as we read it also in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, where Moses confronts the Israelites with a similar call to make a choice for or against God, a choice between life and death. Even though we are God’s children, this choice has to be made firm by us on a continual basis. As to Deut. 30, for example, Israel had lived with the LORD already for along time, be it with all the ups and downs involved. They were God’s chosen people. There was no doubt about this. Yet standing at the borders of the Promised Land, Moses calls them to reconfirm their commitment towards the LORD. 

From this example we learn, being regenerated by the power of the Spirit is not a once-off affair in person’s life, of which we can bear testimony as it is done in evangelical circles, where people can tell exactly when they committed their life to Christ and how from there on their life totally changed, as if there were never any backsliding; a choice which caused a change of life, once forever. Yet from a scriptural point of view this is not true. Time and again, there will be moments in our life that God puts a call in front of us, moments where on the one hand we have to make choices and so are called to work out our salvation, at the same time also believing that God Himself works it in us both to will and to do for His good pleasure.
 These two aspects of God’s sovereignty and man’s own responsibility we meet in a beautiful way also in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon. It’s by God’s grace only that the Israelites are allowed to enter the Promised Land. Mere grace, especially when we think of all the things God had to put up with, during Israel’s journey through wilderness. How much rebellion was there at times? If it had depended on Israel, they all would have died, perished by God’s wrath. Thus God had taught His people very clearly: it’s by grace alone! And yet God still puts the choice in front of them, appealing also to their own responsibility.

As to today, beloved, God confronts us with the same choice, especially when we consider that this choice between life and death put before the Israelites not only refers to the blessings to be received in the earthly Canaan. After all, in Scripture the earthly Canaan functions as a foretaste of the homeland which was to come, the heavenly Canaan, as it has been promised to all believers. That’s how this call is directed also to us. Focusing on this call this morning, I preach you the gospel under the following heading,

THE LORD IN HIS GRACE CALLS HIS CHILDREN 

TO COMMIT THEIR LIFE TO HIM

1) first we will focus on God’s grace

2) secondly we will see that this grace calls for a commitment from our side

3) thirdly we will look at the seriousness of this call of God

I
The words chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, Br. & Sr., are spoken – as one might say – on the borderlines of two worlds. Having wandered through the wilderness for 40 years the Israelites stood once again at the borders of the Promised Land. Indeed, once again. For, some 40 years ago, they also had been standing at these very same borders. Yet at that time God had not allowed them to cross these borders due to their unbelief. After having heard the report of ten of the twelve spies, they had become so scared that they refused to go one step further. As punishment, the LORD had sent them back into the wilderness.

Yet all this lay now behind them. 40 years of wandering through the desert had ended and once again they are standing at the borders of the Promised Land, where Moses – who himself was not allowed to enter Canaan – speaks his valedictory address, quite a lengthy address, considering that it contains almost the entire Book of Deuteronomy. Throughout this valedictory address, Moses reminds the Israelites repeatedly of the promise God had sworn to their fathers that He would give them the land of Canaan. Well, finally this promise was now about to be fulfilled. Yet in order that the Israelites also might live long in the land they were about to enter, in our text Moses reminds them once more of what the LORD required of them. After all – so Moses says on behalf of the LORD – there are two possibilities, either you serve the LORD and you will live or you choose to do evil, yet this will only ruin your life. Therefore – vs. 19 – I set before you life and death, blessing and cursing, yet I urge to choose life, that both you and your descendant may live.

God thus puts a choice in front of the Israelites, a choice between two ways of life, of which the one would bring life and prosperity, yet the other only death and ruin. So, say which way you want to choose. 

Of course, that’s not how the LORD meant it. It’s not so that it doesn’t make any difference to God what way we choose. That’s the modern way of freedom of choice. It’s up to you; it’s your choice, your life. Yet that’s not how the LORD puts this choice in front of the Israelites. Actually Moses is saying there is only one choice, to choose life! After all, who would ever make a choice in favor of death and ruin?

Beloved, whenever the LORD puts a choice in front of us, it’s never so that the LORD can’t be bothered whatever we choose. Instead, He wants us to give heed to choose for Him, to respond in love to the love He has shown us first. That’s, why choosing against the LORD is never a lawful possibility. The LORD doesn’t say, whatever you want, simply make a choice. But instead He says choose life and not death! After all, the LORD doesn’t want the death of the sinner. That’s why He gave His Son to die for us, so that we may live. That’s so to speak the color of the choice Moses puts here in front of the Israelites. In this choice the gospel is proclaimed with an earnest appeal on the Israelites to give their life to the LORD, in a similar way as today the gospel is preached to us with the command to love the LORD and to obey His commandments.

Our text speaks about a choice. Yet, beloved, are we from ourselves able to make the right choice. Isn’t so that left to ourselves we would always make the wrong choice, inclined to all evil as we are? Therefore, is it not so that God Himself has to work this choice in us? To be born anew is a gift from above. Yet – as I mentioned it already in the beginning of the sermon – this does not exclude our own human responsibility. Faith is a gift, but at the same time it is also a calling. These two always go hand in hand. I may refer here to Answer 20 HC, “…” Explain! 

That’s, how also in our text Moses sets before the Israelites the choice between life and death. A real choice, yet at the same time in this choice the Israelites are not thrown back to their own resources.

In sovereign love God had chosen Israel to be a people of His own possession. This had been mere grace from God’s side. Moses had reminded the Israelites of this in the beginning of his valedictory address, Deut. 7, 6-8, “…” Also Israel’s journey through the desert has been one clear testimony of God’s grace towards sinful people. Despite all their murmuring He had provided them with bread from heaven, with water from the rock. Time and again, the LORD had protected them amidst the dangers they had encountered. Israel had nothing to boast off in the fact that they were finally standing here at the borders of the Promised Land. From A-Z, it had been God’s doing alone. Sovereign love only! Well, this love from God’s side asks now for a response. Obey Me, says the LORD, cling to Me by walking in the ways of My commandments

And again, beloved, this would not be hard, for –vss. 11-14 – “…” In other words, what I command you today is not an impossible exercise for you. I have laid My word in your mouth and in your heart, it is within reach and therefore not difficult for you to do. 

Beloved, that’s how the LORD with His Word has come also to us. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Romans, when he quotes this specific passage from Deut. 30, and connects it with  preaching of the gospel, through which today the LORD comes to us with His Word. Thus God’s Word is near also to us. Every Sunday it is preached to us, today again. We can listen eagerly, we also can stay home. A choice we have to make, but is it really a choice? 

The Word is near to us, very near, in our mouth, when we speak about the LORD, pass God’s Word on to our children, for example. But it can come even nearer, namely when we give it a place also in our heart.

Thus the LORD calls also us to make a choice. Yet we too should consider what preceded this call. Most of us were born into the covenant. That’s how God came to us, even before we had done anything, sovereign love from God’s side. God was busy with us, when we grew up. In other words the choice to which God calls us, is not a choice which we face in our life all of sudden. Consider what God by His grace so to speak invested in your life beforehand, being raised by Christian parents, education in accordance with God’s Word, Catechism instruction, and so on. Finally, also in making the right choices God is working in us by His Spirit. Through the same Word by which God worked faith in our hearts, He also wants to regenerate us. God’s Word is the seed from which this new life receives is strength and blossoms.
  See there how the Word is near to us, in our mouth and in our heart. In the end, it is indeed all God’s work and God’s work alone. Soli Deo Gloria – all honour to God alone!

II
From the first point of the sermon we learned, God calling us to commit our life to Him diminishes in no way God’s sovereignty and the fact that we can boast but of grace alone. Yet on the other hand this should not cause us to wait passively for God to act. In our text, the LORD makes an earnest appeal on the hearts of the Israelites. In others words, it does not come right automatically. The Israelites could not say, we are Abraham’s seed, so nothing will go wrong with us. Nothing happens automatically in the covenant relationship God has established with the believers and their seed, since every covenant contains two parts: a promise and an obligation. 

That’s why Moses calls on the Israelites to make a positive choice for the LORD. True, in sovereign love God had chosen them. Yet this sovereign choice of God did not in any way release them from the responsibility to accept this love of God in faith and so to commit their life to the LORD. They should not – says Moses in vs. 17 – turn their hearts away from the LORD in worshipping other gods. Says Moses in verse 18, “…” And so he calls them to commit their life to the LORD, instead.

What does this commitment involve? Moses mentions three things: to love the LORD, to obey His voice, and to cling to Him. Let us have a closer look at each of them.

First Moses says, love the LORD your God. Love – this has to do with our attitude towards God. How do we listen to Him? Do we have an open eye for God’s love towards us? Does this love God has shown to us first enthuse us, overwhelm us with thankfulness, making us marvel: who am I that I may share in this wonderful love, totally undeserved? Do we realize who God is for us – a Father, who is always there to care for us, and who in love for us sent His Son into this world to die for us?

To love God means, we do not serve Him because we better do, otherwise things may go wrong later. No love comes from the heart, it points to a personal relationship with the LORD. In Scripture, time and again God comes to His people, reminding them of all that He has done for them. Let us never forget this love of God. When ages later the Pharisees make God’s Law simply to a set of rules man has to obey, Christ says to them, Mat 23, 23, “…” Thus to believe in God is more than just sticking to a certain set of rituals and rules. Instead, it is loving the LORD with all your hear, strength and mind, being willing to sacrifice anything for the LORD, with joy doing away with all that may hinder you in serving the LORD uprightly. It means that we daily rejoice in being the LORD’s, and this awe and thankfulness, marveling at God’s mercies which are new every morning, but above all marveling at the mercies God has shown to us in Christ. LORD, who am I that I may share in all this, and this totally undeserved.

When this true love is there, beloved, it will also express itself in joyfully obeying what God has commanded us in His Word. After all, love makes obeying God’s commandments not superfluous. There is no conflict between love and obedience. Many modern Christians create such a conflict, by saying as long as you love the LORD, the rest is no longer important. Within this concept everyone can fill in for him- or herself how he or she wants to serve the LORD, as long as you love the LORD. But this is not what Scripture teaches. In Scripture, the command to love God is always coupled with concrete commandments how God wants to be served. By way of example, I may refer to the 2nd Com., where it reads that the LORD will show steadfast love to thousands of those who love Him and obey His commandments. I also think of what the Lord Jesus said in the great commission when He sent His disciples into this world to preach the gospel, Mat. 28, 19 + 20b, “…” Finally, I think of what the apostle John writes in his first letter, “For this is the love of God that we keep His commandments.”

To speak about commandments that one has to obey is not popular today. God – so you can hear today – is the God of promise, commandments are secondary. Now it is indeed true, God’s promises precede His commandments. In His grace God came to us first, establishing out of sovereign love a covenant with us. Yet in this covenant – as I mentioned it before – there are two parts: a promise and an obligation. God asks love in response, and this love is more than just some feelings and nice words we speak. It includes also an obedient listening to God. If we do so, through His Spirit God Himself will give us all we need to obey His commandments. After all, God never leaves us struggling on our own. 

Faith thus means listening to God’s voice as it comes to us in His Word, which is the revealed will of God, and all this with the aim that we may grow in faith more and more. If we do so, we will also in situations where there are no clear commandments of God not seek our own freedom, but out of a deep love for the LORD seek the things that are approving to God. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Philippians, Ch. 1, 9 – 11, “…”
As third element in committing our life to the LORD, Moses speaks about clinging to God. This word refers to being faithful in the commitment we make, making sure that we don’t wander away from God, setting the desires of our heart on something or someone else. Whatever might happen in the future, cling to Me, so the Lord says here to the Israelites. Entering Canaan, you will meet strong enemies, fortified cities. Yet do not become scared. Trust Me! Have I in the past not proven that I was always near to you, even in the most difficult circumstances? Therefore, keep trusting Me, cling to Me.

Beloved, the same the LORD says to us today. In the coming of His Son, who died for us on the cross, God has shown to us that He is faithful towards the promises He gave the church. God is reliable, He takes His promises serious. Doesn’t God show this to us day after day in caring for us. We are never on our own. He is always near. He carries us also through difficult periods in our life. He gives strength to cope, even in situation of which we beforehand might say: I don’t know how to go from here. The Lord carries us through time and again. What a tremendous comfort this gives also for the future. The LORD is near. Therefore this urgent appeal: cling to Me, never let go of Me, for I will hold you, carry you. Also this, beloved, is part of this commitment the LORD asks for in our text.

III
In the third and last point of the sermon, I would like to draw attention to the beginning words of the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, where the LORD calls upon heaven and earth as witnesses. This highlights the seriousness of the words of our text. Heaven and earth – in Scripture these two are often used as an image of something immovable. Yet the words spoken by God are even more immovable. I think here of what the LORD once spoke by the mouth of the prophet Isaiah, Ch. 51 of Isaiah’s prophecies, vs. 6,”…” On the great day of Christ’s return heaven an earth, i.e. the elements of today will indeed vanish away like smoke. Yet till that day they will be witnesses of the words God has spoken, also the words of our text. Therefore choose life, so these witnesses will not testify against you.

Today we live in a climate, in which people take words not always serious. Even contracts are broken. Therefore, don’t put too much hope on nice promises. Also rules, you can’t always keep them. Yet, beloved, in the covenant relationship we have with the LORD this is different. God’s covenantal words are eternal. There is no escape from them. Let no one think when God puts the choice: life or death, blessing or cursing – let no one think it’s not be that serious. Heaven and earth function as witnesses. There are many choices we have to make in life, but in all these daily choices, the overriding choice will always be: is it my sincere desire to serve the LORD and to commit my life to Him, or can’t I be bothered? But note well, the latter will have serious consequences. For, one day both God’s blessings and God’s curse will come true. There is no escape, therefore choose life, so the LORD says.

We have started a new season. Beloved, let us by renewing make a full commitment towards the LORD in loving Him with all our heart, soul strength, and mind, in obeying His voice, and by clinging to Him. Where there is slackness, hopefully the preaching of this morning has given a new incentive to make this commitment. We still live in today’s grace, there is still time to renew this commitment, but time can also run out. Therefore don’t postpone making this commitment. Urge also others to do so, members under discipline, those who have broken with the church, unbelieving workmates or other people God may place on our way. Radiate the joy of faith, so that if it is God’s will others may be attracted by it. In a word: live your faith to glory of God, the upbuilding of His congregation here in West Kelmscott, and the furtherance of His kingdom in this world.

This morning, once again we could hear what a wonderful God we have. He loves us, He cares for us. He is always near. Out of thankfulness for this wonderful love shown to us and this totally undeserved, beloved, should we not give our whole life to the LORD. If you do so, your heavenly Father will provide, also in the valleys of life, on days and during nights that we struggle. Also then He will be near. Yes, then the LORD in His grace says to all of us this morning: trust Me, I will do it. You are never on your own. I will give you the strength you need. My grace will always be sufficient.

Amen. 
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