Sabbath Day Sermon of February 4, 2017
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika

Why God’s Promises are Conditional 
Deuteronomy Chapter 9

In this chapter, Moses warned Israel against supposing that God Almighty would give them the land of Palestine because of their intrinsic righteousness. Moses’ feared that they might think in their hearts that they were righteous. He knew that God Almighty would give the land to Israel out of his grace and because of “The wickedness of these nations the LORD God Almighty doth drive them out before thee,” and not because of your righteousness, he told them.
The Anakim were enormous, some seven to nine feet tall, unfortunately, these great men used their stature as a means of intimidation rather than for noble causes. Their appearance alone frightened the Israelite spies (Numbers 13:28). Some have said that these creatures bad reputation may have been the deciding factor that kept the Israelites out of the Promised Land for 40 years. That may be one of the reasons, but we also believe that another reason for the 40 years the Israelites spent in the wilderness was for the old generation to die off so that only the new generation who had not been exposed to idol worship as the old generation learned in Egypt. Here Moses tells the people that God Almighty could handle these giants. He used the illustration that God Almighty as a consuming fire, for not even giants could stand up against it.

God Almighty promised to go before the Israelites as a “consuming fire” to help conquer their enemies. The fire was considered a symbol of holiness and purification; in this case, Illustrates God Almighty’s desire to purify the land of its wicked people in order to make Israel a holy nation. If you ask, “Why did God Almighty make such wonderful promises to them, if the Israelites were so stubborn or rather “stiff-necked,” and cannot be trusted to keep their own part of the bargain? Well, God made these promises to Israel as he has also made promises to you. So you must understand these two good reasons for which God made these promises to Israel as he has made promises to you as well. In the case of Israel as in yours, a bargain is a bargain. God and Israel had made a treaty as in the day you accepted his Gospel and promised to obey him (Genesis 15:17; Exodus 19-20). God promised to be faithful to them and they promised to obey him. God Almighty has also promised to be faithful to you if you will obey him. The agreement was irrevocable and eternal, and so is God Almighty’s agreement with you is irrevocable and eternal in the Jesus Christ. 
We further observe here that another internal threat to Israel’s relationship with God Almighty is Israel’s belief in its own righteousness. Israel is, of course, totally dependent upon God Almighty’s help in acquiring the land, but in order to reinforce the theme of Israel’s unworthiness, Moses was directed by the Almighty God to remind Israel of it rebellion in the wilderness. It happened that as Moses was sealing the covenant between God Almighty and Israel, the people were worshipping an idol. The act of rebellion was enough to prompt God Almighty to destroy Israel. It was only through the intercession of Moses that Israel was saved from the full effects of God Almighty’s anger so that the promises made to Israel’s ancestors might be fulfilled.
In Exodus 32:4 we read that Aaron and the people of Israel were guilty of gross idolatry when they made the golden calf. God Almighty had worked many miracles on their behalf, yet at this moment they turned away from him. What they did was called: terrible sin (Exodus 32:21, 30, 31); disobedience (Deuteronomy 9:12, 16); and a forgetting of their Savior (Psalm 106:21). The golden calf was supposed to be a representation of God or the pedestal upon which God Almighty invisibly stood. To add salt to the wound, then Aaron announced a feast to Jehovah which included gross immorality. God Almighty’s anger resulted, for he had forbidden the use of any graven image. Surely and pictorial representation of God was and is included in the prohibition of the second commandment. This commandment also forbade bowing before any image of an angel, man, bird, animal, or supposedly saint dwelling in heaven above. The Israelites knew this and were severally punished for their iniquity.

Israel’s idolatry angered God so much that he threatened to destroy all of it, and then rebuild a great nation through Moses, and the survivors. Survivors? Yes, there were survivors. There were those who did not engage in the idolatry. Babies and young children who would have known nothing about the evil deed and would have had no part in the creation of the golden calf. No doubt sin and its consequences often have a national character, and the judgment of God Almighty sometimes will affect and overtakes even those who appear to be innocent. This is one of the reasons true Christians are persuaded to warn the sinner to stop sinning in their nations. Now, if we consider how much God Almighty was angered for this sin by the Israelites that he threatened to destroy them, how do you think he will judge those who are doing the same today as members of the Catholic church? The punishment no doubt will be total destruction for all those who are still worshipping images in the house of the whore of Babylon.
When referring to those in the Catholic church, we would say things like most of them are good people under satan’s deception, but the Scriptures describe everyone in idolatry as wicked because they have by choice chosen not to come out of them and obey God’s commandments (2 Corinthians 6:17). Why are they wicked? They are wicked people according to the Scripture, because they enjoy holding the truth in unrighteousness (Romans 1:23). These people chose to reject God Almighty, and God allowed them to do it.  If you ask, “Why has God Almighty allowed them to reject him?” My friends, God does not usually stop us from making choices against his will (Romans 1:23-32). As it was in the case of Israelites who rejected him and chose to worship the calf, so it is in the case of all those who remain in the Catholic church. The covenant is broken whatever the reason for the construction and the worship of images; the Scriptures describe it as idolatry and a breach of the commandment of God Almighty prohibiting false worship and the use of images (Exodus 20:4-6).
18-22. God Almighty was angry with Israel and with Aaron for making and worshipping the golden calf, and for committing harlotry, like the heathen around them. Moses for forty days and forty nights prayed for Israel and Aaron that the wrath of God Almighty might be stayed. Israel was not destroyed for this sin because Moses was diligent and importunate. This incident illustrates the fact that God Almighty’s anger was waxed hot against sinful mankind and the judgment has been averted in that “No less a person than his Son Jesus Christ, and no less a price than his own blood, would serve to turn it away.”

Moses, as he would always do, reminds Israel that he spent forty days and forty nights alone with God Almighty after they had made the golden calf. He plainly told them that God Almighty would have destroyed them, but because he did not let go, and had not faltered in his prayer that God Almighty restrained from slaying them. The lesson to learn here is perseverance in prayer. Therefore, as Moses did not cease praying the first day before his prayer was answered, but he wrested or by determined effort with God until God Almighty answered in the affirmative and Israel was saved from destruction, so are we to believe, pray and persevere in all righteousness.

No doubt the Israelites rarely upheld their end of the bargain. God would always be faithful to his part of the agreement. Although God will punish his children to bring them back to himself when they turned from him and do things that are destructive to themselves, but he will always remain faithful to his promises. In the case of Israel, no matter how many times the people turned from God, he was always there to restore them. It is comforting to know that despite our inconsistencies and sins, God loves us and his mercy endureth forever, that is, his mercy is always available for us to claim when we fall short. Of course, eternal life is not achieved by the merit system, but on the mercy system. God loves us no matter who we are or what we have done, but God Almighty expects the sinner to repent, and he will forgive if you ask him and promise to obey him in righteousness. However, for those who will not repent of their idolatry until death, God Almighty has promised to be just and fair on the judgment day (Revelation 20:12, 13-15).
23-29. Moses here reminds the people of the nation’s unbelief 40 years earlier, when they were afraid to enter the Promised Land. The Israelites had not believed God Almighty would be able to help them, in spite of all he had already done for them. They refused to follow because they looked only to their own limited resources instead of to God Almighty. Unbelief is the root of many sins and problems in people’s lives. When you feel lost, it may be because you are looking everywhere but to God for your help and guidance. (Psalm 81:6-12; 95:8; 100:13-20; Hebrews 3). If our works condemn us, they will not justify us. They had been a provoking people ever since they came out of Egypt. Forty years long, from first to last, were God and Moses grieved with them. 
It is very sad to read of the impression Moses now at parting gives of them: “You have been rebellious since the day I knew you.” For no sooner were they formed into a people that there was a faction formed among them, which upon all occasions made head against God and his government. Though the Old Testament history records little more than the occurrences of the first and last year of the forty, yet it seems by this general account that the rest of the years were not much better, but one of continued provocation which finally led to their demise when Rome was allowed to sack Jerusalem in 70 A. D. Even in Horeb they made a calf and worshiped it. That was a sin so heinous, and by several aggravations made so exceedingly sinful, that they deserved upon all occasions to be upbraided with it. It was done in the very place where the Law was given by which they were expressly forbidden to worship God Almighty by images, and while the mountain was yet burning before their eyes, and Moses had gone up to fetch them the law in writing. 
“They turned aside quickly.”  God was very angry with them for their sin. Let them not think that God overlooked what they did amiss, and gave them Canaan for what was good for them. No, God had determined to destroy them, could easily have done it, and would have had no lose by it; God Almighty even desired Moses to let him alone that he might do it. By this it appeared how heinous their sin was, for God is never angry with any above what there is cause for, as people often are. Moses himself, though a friend and favorite, trembled at the revelation of God Almighty’s wrath from heaven against their ungodliness and unrighteousness. 

Moses was afraid of the anger of the Lord, afraid perhaps not for them only, but for himself. They had by their sin broken covenant with God and forfeited all the privileges of the covenant, which Moses signified to them by breaking the tables. A bill of divorce was given them, and thenceforward they might justly have been abandoned forever so that their mouth was certainly stopped from pleading any righteousness of their own. God had, in effect, disowned them, when he said to Moses, "They are thy people, they are none of mine, nor shall they be dealt with as mine.’’  Aaron himself fell under God Almighty’s displeasure for leading the rebellion, though he was supposedly the saint of the Lord, he easily compromised his priesthood to be confederate with them in the sin (Exodus 32 :1-6). The Lord God Almighty was very angry with Aaron, but who wouldn’t? 
No person’s place or character can shelter him or her from the wrath of God if the person had fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness. It was very unfortunate that Aaron, who should have made atonement for them if the iniquity could have been purged away by sacrifice and offering, did himself fall under the wrath of God: so little did they consider what they did when he allowed himself to be persuaded to join in the rebellion.  It was with great difficulty and very long attendance that Moses himself prevailed to turn away the wrath of God and prevent their utter ruin. Earlier we saw how he fasted and prayed full forty days and forty nights before he could obtain their pardon. In this appears the greatness of God’s anger against all mankind that no less a person than his Son, and no less a price than his own blood, would serve to turn it away. 
Moses here tells them the substance of his intercession for them. He was obliged to own their stubbornness, and their wickedness, and their sin. Their character was bad indeed when he that appeared an advocate for them could not give a good report to their credit. Moses had nothing else to say on their behalf but that God had done great things for them, which probably aggravate their crime; that they were the posterity of good ancestors, which might also have been turned upon him, as making the matter worse and not better. The part of Moses’ plea that the Egyptians would reproach God, if he should destroy them, because he is unable to perfect what he had promised them, to bring them safely to the Promised Land. This plea which might easily be enough has been answered: no matter what the Egyptians will say even if God did not bring them into the land will have no effect on who God Almighty is, so long the heavens declare His righteousness. Therefore, the saving of the Israelites from ruin at that time was purely due to the mercy of God, and the importunity of Moses, and not to any merit of theirs, that could be offered so much as in mitigation of their offense. 
To affect them the more with the destruction they were very close to suffering, Moses describes very particularly the destruction of the calf they had made. He calls it their sin: perhaps not only because it had been the matter of their sin, but because the destroying of it was intended for a testimony against their sin, and an indication to them what the sinners themselves did deserve. Those that made it was like unto it, and would have had no wrong done them if they had been thus stamped to dust, and consumed, and scattered and no remains of them left. It was an infinite mercy that accepted the destruction of the idol instead of the destruction of the idolaters. 
Even after this fair escape that they had, in many other instances, they provoked the Lord again and again. He needed only to name the places where they had provoked the Lord God Almighty, for they carried the memorials either of the sin or of the punishment in their names: at Taberah, burning, where God set fire to them for their murmuring, at Massah, the temptation, where they challenged Almighty power to help them, and at Kibroth-hatta avahi, the graves of lusters, where the dainties they coveted were their poison. After these, their unbelief and distrust at Kadesh-Barnea, of which he had already told them, and which he here mentions again, would certainly have completed their ruin if they had been dealt with according to their own merits. 

Now let them lay all this together, and it will appear that whatever favor God Almighty should hereafter show them, in subduing their enemies and putting them in possession of the land of Canaan, would be not for their righteousness. It is good for us often to remember against ourselves, with sorrow and shame, our former sins, and to review the records conscience keeps of them, that we may see how much we are indebted to free grace, and may humbly own that we never merited at God Almighty’s hand anything but wrath and the curse which are taken away in Jesus Christ.
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