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THE ENDURING WITNESS
(Deuteronomy 31:24-29)
SUBJECT:  



F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:

A. Many years ago a circus offered a sideshow attraction with a twist. After the patron paid their admission, they would walk down a short hallway with two doors at the end. One read, “Enter Here.” The other said, “Warning: Do not Enter.” If one took the “Enter Here” route, he would go into the main event. If one took the “Warning: Do not Enter” option the door would lock behind them and they would walk through a dark hallway until they found themselves outside. About half took the “Do not Enter” route and were left out of luck, having wasted the cost of their admission. 

Do warnings really work? Do they help? Every pack of cigarettes carries a dire threat which basically says that if you smoke one cigarette your lungs will explode. Yet people keep on smoking. Do warnings and threats have any impact? Do they do any good? 

B. The Bible is filled with warnings and treats from cover to cover. We’ve seen them sprinkled all through Deuteronomy, and now we come to another. Moses gives a copy of the Book of the Law, undoubtedly the main section of Deuteronomy including the Law, the commentary, and the blessings and curses (chapters 5-28). He instructed the Levites who carried the Ark of the Covenant to place the book by the side of the ark as a witness against the people. It had been read and explained to them, and now a copy of the Law was to be on visible display as a warning to them. But did it work? Did it have any effect on them? 

Our text is very clear. No, the warning of the Law would not “work.” “27 For I know how rebellious and stubborn you are. Behold, even today while I am yet alive with you, you have been rebellious against the LORD. How much more after my death! 28 Assemble to me all the elders of your tribes and your officers, that I may speak these words in their ears and call heaven and earth to witness against them. 29 For I know that after my death you will surely act corruptly and turn aside from the way that I have commanded you. And in the days to come evil will befall you, because you will do what is evil in the sight of the LORD, provoking him to anger through the work of your hands.” 


C. So why bother with warning them? And why is the Bible, both testaments, filled with similar warnings and threats? Is God just wasting his time? Is he doing something he knows is futile and so serves no purpose? Would God do something for no good reason? Not at all.


Warnings are very helpful and powerful, but they accomplish objectives which we may not have considered. They may not “work” in the sense of causing the unregenerate to repent, but they do achieve other goals.  For example,    
I. WARNINGS TAKE AWAY EXCUSES FROM THE UNREGENERATE.


A. A common excuse that parents often encounter is this: “I didn’t hear you.” “I told you to clean your room. I called you for supper three times. I said you had to do you homework before watching TV.” And the magic mantra that washes all of these away is “I didn’t hear you.” Why? It’s because we imagine that if we did not hear the command or did not hear the warning, then there is no culpability, no guilt, and therefore no violation. And that seems fair.

So one of the important reasons why God issues so many warnings is because he wants to rob people of their ready excuses. And as Israel’s history unfolded, and they did indeed forsake the Lord, and he did discipline them with the covenant curses as he warned them, none of them could rightly complain that they were being mistreated. They had no excuse because they had been warned. They could see and be reminded continually of this warning, for there, next to the symbolic embodiment of their covenant with God stood the Book of the Law which they had all heard, and which they would all hear every seven years read to them. They were without excuse. 


B. But so is the whole world without excuse. And this is the point that Paul makes so dramatically in Romans 1:  “18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.”  


By the way, Paul is specifically writing about Gentiles here, those who did not receive the Law of God and so did not know his specific commandments. Yet God has placed a witness in nature by which all may know that God is there, that they owe their obedience to him, and that they are not obeying him. And so all “are without excuse.” Often people will object to the Christian message and complain that some have never heard and so they should not be condemned (the same excuse that children often give—“I didn’t hear you.”). But Paul answers this decisively here and notes that all do in fact hear the witness and so they “are without excuse.”

Which is also to say that… 

II. WARNINGS VINDICATE THE HONOR OF GOD.


A. People may not heed God’s warning. But God is not therefore unjust to condemn them for it. The Lord is vindicated if he simply issues the warning. Several years ago the State of Illinois joined other states in passing a “move over” law. If you approach an emergency vehicle on the side of the road, you must move over into the next lane or slow way down as you pass. The penalty was severe: six months of a suspended license. The only problem is that the legislature had no money to publicize this law. The lawmakers said, “Let’s just pass the law and have the troopers issue warnings for six months. Word will get around, and then we can enforce it.” But word did not get around, and the law and its penalty were little known.  

I became interested in this because my mother was stopped for violating this largely unknown law. Her driver’s license was suspended for six months. And it became a serious problem because my father was becoming forgetful and was not the safest driver. Let’s just say that it was a very long six months for them both. The Secretary of State whose name was attached to this law was a man named Jesse White. His name became a swear word in my parents’ home.

Why? Because it seemed so unfair to be penalized for something about which you had not been adequately warned. It was not very honorable. And this explains the many warnings in Scripture. God is vindicating his own honor. He gives fair warning before judgment falls.  


B. Years ago I was studying through the book of Joshua, and I wondered why God instructed Israel to march around Jericho blowing trumpets for seven days before the walls fell down. Some commentators suggested that the horn’s reverberation perhaps cracked the walls or loosened the mortar (actually most noted this suggestion, but found it ridiculous as did I). Others suggested that the marching and horn blowing was to heighten the psychological effect on the inhabitants of the city. But this seemed unlikely, especially because they were already terrified. So why the horn blowing?


At the same time I was studying through the book of Revelation and noted that there was a lot of horn blowing there. In fact, seven trumpets were blown, each accompanied by calamities that befell the earth. And suddenly it all made sense. The purpose of the trumpets at Jericho and in Revelation was the same. These were warning blasts. God was giving fair warning to the condemned people of Jericho. They could hear their doom day after day for seven days. And they could see it, too, as Israel marched around them.  


And in the Revelation: the trumpet blasts were warnings. I believe that they are warnings. With every earthquake, hurricane, cyclone, tsunami, epidemic, every car crash, heart attack, and terminal diagnosis, God is giving fair warning that judgment is coming. That is precisely what Jesus said when he was asked about tragedies that took place in his day in Luke 13.  His response was that they were a warning:  “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way? 3  No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.”  


C. God is still warning today, every day. He is vindicating his honor so no one can say that they had not been warned. And God is warning us today. That close call was no fluke. That serious illness that passed, thank the Lord, was not an accident. God is still warning of his judgment that is coming, and is calling sinners to repentance and faith in Christ. 

III. WARNINGS ARE OF GREAT BENEFIT TO BELIEVERS.


A. The unregenerate will not really respond to God’s warnings. They may cower in superstition and fear, but they will not truly repent and forsake their sin for Christ. They can’t. They do not have the necessary equipment to do so, for sin has killed them spiritually and they cannot respond to him. 


But believers, those who have been regenerated or born again by God’s Holy Spirit, have been made alive in Christ. And so believers can and will respond to God’s promises and warnings, and they are of great benefit to believers. But are they really warnings if a believer cannot be lost?

B. There are two false views of whether or not a believer can quit believing and be lost. 

1. The first we can call the Arminian view. This view, shared by Roman Catholics, Methodists, and many Baptists and evangelicals (even many who claim to be Reformed), is that “Yes, a true believer can lose their salvation. Long ago I shared the gospel with a Freewill Baptist. He said, “Oh, I know all that.” “So you are a believer?” I asked. “Oh, no, I’m waiting to become a believer.” He explained that his church taught that if you became a Christian and then sinned, you would lose your salvation and never be saved again. Most Arminians would go even further and say that one could be saved, and then lost, and then saved again, passing in and out of the kingdom, perhaps several times a day! 

2. The other false view of perseverance we could call the “anti-nomian” view or “against law.” These folks talk about “eternal security” rather than perseverance. “If you have ever accepted Christ as your personal Savior,” they will say, “then you are secure forever.” In fact, it does not matter at all how you live after that, whether you ever join the church or even give Christ another thought. To require something beyond a momentary “accepting Jesus Christ as your personal Savior” would be to interject “works” in to salvation, they would say. Some, may want to go on and “make Jesus their Lord,” but none of that was really necessary to salvation. So, one could live like the devil all their life long but still go to heaven when they died. One decision was all it took and you were eternally secure.

C. Both of these false views suffer from the same problem. They fail to see salvation for what it is in its fullness. Both of these false views begin, not with the sinner dead in sin and unable to respond to God’s grace, but as merely sick and wounded, but yet able to make a decision. And so, if it’s your decision (according to Arminians), then you can choose and un-choose repeatedly. You have the freewill to do so. Or, if it’s your decision, (according to the anti-nomians) then once you make the decision God is obligated to give you eternal life, because you decided, even if you change your mind! So, according to the antinomians, a person who once professed faith could then repudiate it all and become an atheist, but would still go to heaven because they once made a decision, perhaps as a child. 


Let me show you how this latter view especially can create dreadful effects.

Long ago I knew a woman whose son was being called up to go to Vietnam. She was alarmed because he might die in battle. But she sought comfort in the fact that when he was a child he had prayed the sinners prayer, even though it apparently had no fruit and he lived a sinful life ever since. She felt no need to warn him of God’s judgment because he had once “accepted Jesus Christ as his personal Savior.” 


Another friend was terribly concerned that his children go to heaven (as all believing parents would be). And so he talked to his preschool daughter, explained heaven and hell, said that he and mommy were going to heaven, and she wouldn’t want to go to hell and never see mommy or daddy again, would she? And when she was sufficiently alarmed, he had her repeat the sinners prayer after him. And when she did, he was greatly relieved because she was eternally secure. 

I knew another woman who wanted to divorce her husband for no good reason and marry another man. When I explained to her how adultery was a serious sin and that no adulterers would see the kingdom of God, she was unaffected. “I’ll just repent afterward. I know God will forgive me.” 


D. All of this nonsense flows from a truncated view of what God does in salvation. In salvation, God awakens the spiritually dead. He resurrects us and gives new hearts and new minds that love Christ and holiness and hate sin as he hates sin. Once we are born again, we now flee to Christ and flee from sin which has become abhorrent. We then walk with Christ all this life, and God’s indwelling Holy Spirit seals us and keeps us faithful as his very own unto life’s end. And all of life is the journey, by God’s Word and Spirit, into increasing holiness and obedience, life and peace and joy. 

We become his beloved sons and daughters, who deeply love and respect our Father, and delight to do his will. So the promises and warnings of God’s Word become especially dear to us, and that’s why believers will respond to God’s warnings.  Believers will never be lost because God’s Holy Spirit will keep us faithful. 
CONCLUSION


The Westminster Confession of Faith explains this very well. I have included the chapter on perseverance in your worship folder. Let’s review it together

CHAP. XVII. - Of the Perseverance of the Saints. 

1. They, whom God hath accepted in His Beloved, effectually called, and sanctified by His Spirit, can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace, but shall certainly persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved. 

2. This perseverance of the saints depends not upon their own free will, but upon the immutability of the decree of election, flowing from the free and unchangeable love of God the Father; upon the efficacy of the merit and intercession of Jesus Christ, the abiding of the Spirit, and of the seed of God within them, and the nature of the covenant of grace: from all which ariseth also the certainty and infallibility thereof. 

3. Nevertheless, they may, through the temptations of Satan and of the world, the prevalency of corruption remaining in them, and the neglect of the means of their preservation, fall into grievous sins; and, for a time, continue therein: whereby they incur God's displeasure, and grieve His Holy Spirit, come to be deprived of some measure of their graces and comforts, have their hearts hardened, and their consciences wounded; hurt and scandalize others, and bring temporal judgments upon themselves. 


24  When Moses had finished writing the words of this law in a book to the very end, 25  Moses commanded the Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, 26  “Take this Book of the Law and put it by the side of the ark of the covenant of the LORD your God, that it may be there for a witness against you. 27  For I know how rebellious and stubborn you are. Behold, even today while I am yet alive with you, you have been rebellious against the LORD. How much more after my death! 28  Assemble to me all the elders of your tribes and your officers, that I may speak these words in their ears and call heaven and earth to witness against them. 29  For I know that after my death you will surely act corruptly and turn aside from the way that I have commanded you. And in the days to come evil will befall you, because you will do what is evil in the sight of the LORD, provoking him to anger through the work of your hands.”
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