1

DO YOU KNOW THE LORD?
Deuteronomy 5:1-21;   Judges 2 (text: 2:6-19)

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In a recent article in the Herald on the break up of the Fletcher Challenge Corporation, the writer speculated on the third generation syndrome. A grandfather founds and builds an empire; his son keeps it; and his grandson loses it. We see it quite often, you can think of the late Babylonian empire. Nebuchadnezzar the Great, who destroyed Jerusalem and carried Judah off into exile, created the Babylonian Empire. He was followed by his son Nabonidus. We don’t read of him in the Bible, but he was there. He in turn was followed by Belteshazzar, of whom of course God said: “Thou art weighed in the balances and found wanting." And that very night, we read in the book of Daniel, Darius the Mede diverted the waters of the Euphrates and his army came into the city unhindered under the wall and Belteshazzar died that night. You see the same thing in Israel. David establishes the united Kingdom; Solomon brings it to its full glory and power; Rehoboam loses it and the kingdom is divided. It seems as though we see the same thing in our Chapter here this morning.  

Joshua and Caleb were the only two who came out of Egypt who went into the Promised Land. We read in verse 7 that Israel served the Lord all the days of Joshua. Then we read that Israel served the Lord all the days of the elders who survived Joshua. They were at least 20 years younger than Joshua and Caleb.  But then there arose another generation, we read, and it all fell apart. "For they did not know the Lord nor yet the work which he had done for Israel. Then the sons of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord, and served the Baals and they forsook the Lord, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of the land of Egypt and followed other gods from among the gods of the people who were around them and bowed themselves down to them. Thus they provoked the Lord, to anger." This is the third generation syndrome. We should have expected it to happen that way. It always does. Or should we?  

Well, however true the third generation syndrome might be, it is only an observation of what happens. It tells us nothing about why it happens, or whether things must inevitably happen that way just because they so often do. But our text tells us why it happened. “There arose another generation after them," verse 10, "who did not know the Lord nor yet the work which he had done for Israel. Then the sons of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord and served the Baals."  The reason why the third generation apostatised and turned from the Lord and worshipped the gods of the people around about them was because they did not know the Lord.  

That is obvious. At least it’s obvious that they did not know the Lord in the sense of loving him, but our text tells us that not only did they not know the Lord, neither did they know the work that He had done for Israel. Why did they not know the work that the Lord had done for Israel? Well, why do any of us not know our history?

 Either because we are not taught or because we ourselves do not want to learn.  The fathers of Israel had been told very clearly that they were to "teach these things diligently to your sons, and talk of them when you sit in your house and when you walk by the way and when you lie down and when you rise up," Deuteronomy 6. 

Not only were they to teach God’s law to their sons, but a little later on in Deuteronomy 6, we read, "When your son asks you in time to come, saying, 'What do the testimonies and the statutes and the judgements mean which the Lord has commanded you?' then you shall say to your son, 'We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt and the Lord brought us from Egypt with a mighty hand. Moreover, the Lord showed great blessing and distressing signs and wonders before our eyes against Egypt and Pharaoh and all his household, and he brought us out from there in order to bring us in, to give us this land which he has sworn to our fathers.'"

Either the fathers of the second generation had got slack and, although they had continued to worship God themselves, they were not enthusiastic to pass on the story of God’s deliverance, their history, to their children; or the children of the third generation were comfortable in the prosperity that the labors of the first and second generation had produced and had become intellectually and spiritually lazy.  Both happen, and both probably interact with each other.  

Fathers, are you enthusiastic and sincere in your love for the Lord, and about what God has done for you? Or have you lost your edge, as we say, which is perhaps another way of saying: have you lost your first love? God removes lampstands for that sort of thing.

Are the affairs of this life getting you entangled so that you have little time to foster both your own relationship with the Lord and that of your children? So that family Bible readings are few and far between? And that spiritual discussion even gets crowded out on the Lord’s Day, of all days? Well of course your children will not be enthusiastic about the Lord. Now I’m not saying that if our children do not follow the Lord, it is necessarily the parents' fault. In Deuteronomy 29-30 we are very clearly told that the Lord must give us a heart to know, and eyes to see and ears to hear. But I am saying that the Lord does by and large save our children by this means. Through the witness and testimony and lives of the parents.  

Are we seeking to be faithful as the tools in God’s hands that he calls us to be, fathers? In Hosea God says: “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. Since you have forgotten the law of your God, I also will forget your children.” 

That is all I want to say on that subject this morning because, while it is true, I don’t think It is the main thing the text wants to say to us today. I believe the main thrust of our text is coming from the opposite angle. It is not speaking so much to the second generation as teachers, as to the third generation as learners. It is speaking to us all as professed believers, or unbelievers for that matter, and it is asking us: do you, do I, know the Lord?  

I want to sit a little loose from the text this morning and look down at it from above, and see how it’s speaking to us. Because it is after all a summary of the whole book of Judges. I want to say, first of all, this morning, that 

1.	THE BIBLE IS THE TRUE STORY  
We live in a world in which nothing is real, nothing is genuine, nothing is true, and appearance is all that matters. What is worse is that nothing has to be true.  Nothing has to be real. We’ve seen a classic example just recently. Ansett Australia's 767s are grounded because of suspect engine mounts. And in all the talk about getting the show on the road again, even Selwyn Cushing, the chairman of the board of Air NZ, acknowledged that they may have to do a re-branding exercise. Because people may have lost so much confidence in Ansett, they will need to relaunch it as a new airline. But in reality, what does that do for Ansett? It’s still Ansett. A rose by any other name is a rose. What will re-branding do to change its management structures or lift its maintenance programme?  

Now of course I’m sure they will attend to those things. The point is: to know that is not important to us. We have to be sold to under new names and new logos. It is the gloss and the palava of a sales presentation and an advertising campaign that will get us back into Ansett planes again. That’s how shallow we are, that’s how important appearances are to us.  

The Bible is completely unlike that, the Bible deals with real things that happened in real space-time history, to use Schaeffer's phrase. What is more, the Bible tells us why things happen in history and in our lives. Every people, every race has that sort of thing. It has legends, it has myths. Now the word myth is often used to speak of something that is commonly believed but it is not true. But myth can be used in another way. It can be used to speak about a story that seeks to explain where people come from and why they are the sort of people they are. The story might be true it might not, that does not matter; it is the point of the story, the meaning it gives to our lives, that is important.  

But the Bible is not like that. The Bible is not a myth. Or perhaps we could say: the Bible puts itself to us as the true myth, the true explanation of things. That Is why the apostle John speaks to the Christians of Greek Asia Minor in the way he does in his first letter. He says: “What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have held in our hands, concerning the word of life – and the life was manifested, and we have seen and bear witness and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was manifested to us (as Jesus Christ). What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you." And so Luke writing to the Gentiles in his Gospel, locates Jesus' coming squarely in the flow of world history. In the days of Herod the king of Judea, "There was a certain priest named Zachariah," and a little bit later "and it came about in those days that a decree went forth from Ceaser Augustus that a census was to be taken," and then a little bit later "in the 15th year of the reign of Tiberius Ceasar, when Pontitius Pilate was governor of Judea" and then he listed another half a dozen local rulers.  

You see, the Bible is concerned about reality and truth, and it puts itself to us as the true story to explain to us where we come from and why we are what we are.  And the writer of the book of Judges is doing the same thing. "You want to know why things are not going well for you Israel? Well, it is because from the third generation after I brought you into the land of Canaan you didn’t know me. And you didn’t know what I had done for you and your forefathers when I had brought them out from Egypt." 

He wasn’t talking about some esoteric philosophical principles. He is talking about real life in the real world – life that these people had lived and knew about. And he goes on and he tells them the reason other peoples plundered them was not just an accident of history; it was not just a chance confluence of the movements of peoples. It was because the anger of the Lord burned against them, verse 14. And Othniel and Gideon and all the other judges – they were not just chance great men that history throws up every now and then. The Lord raised up these judges, verse 16. So the writer of Judges is not writing a modern, scientific objective history, sure. But neither is he making up a story, and whether it is true or not does not matter; just so long as he can give meaning to our lives. No, he is writing what the Jews call prophecy. It is the true verifiable history of Israel that they have lived on this earth, from the point of view of God who controlled that history, who is sovereign over it, who brings judgements in it and who brings salvation in it.  

The Bible is the true story. It gives us the real low-down on what goes on and why. Secondly, 

2.	THE BIBLE IS THE ONLY TRUE STORY
In the sense of being the only true myth, the only true explanation of the whole scheme of things. What was the sin of the third generation in this chapter? And because this chapter is a summary, it’s the sin throughout the book. It was spiritual defection – idolatry, spiritual adultery, unfaithfulness to the God whom they, and indeed all men, belong. They forsook the Lord and served the Baals and the Astartes. Now what were the Baals? Well, the word means a proprietor or a possessor, an owner. But has not Yahweh made Israel his people? Was he not the possessor of Israel?  "The Lord your God has chosen you to be the people of his own possession out of all the peoples that are on the face of the earth (Deuteronomy 7)."
Israel had got into trouble because she had defected, she had committed treason against her rightful owner and Lord, her Baal, her owner, her great Saviour and Deliverer, and had given herself to the worship of the Baals and the Astartes.  Now the Baals were local gods. You had a Baal of this town, and a Baal of that region and so forth. The Astartes were local goddesses, the goddess of war, the goddess of fertility. And because she was the goddess of fertility, you got temple prostitution, and a kind of sympathetic magic.  

Now in a way, all of this sounds very modern doesn’t it? because in today’s world also, we must not speak about the one true God. In fact, in modern thinking, as we have observed, there is no such thing as the truth. Over against which anything else is untruth. Unassailable, absolute, for all men everywhere at all times. To speak like that is the height of arrogance. Today you find your own god anywhere, by any means. Find him within yourself if you like. And you can find this localised, personalised, tailor-made god in just whichever way suits you best.  Whatever way feels right for you.  

And you can take a bit of teaching from this god and another bit from that spiritual system. Mix and match. It’s a free market you know, in religion too. But the God of the Bible says: “No, I am God and there is no other. And you shall find me in the way I say or you shall not find me at all. And you shall worship me in the way and the place I say and no other.” And you shall take me as I come. You shall not take this accessory and leave that optional extra because I am Yahweh. The word means "I am who I am."  And therefore, since I am who I am, you shall not personalise me; you shall not adapt me to your particular requirements or tastes or circumstances.  For I, who am who I am, am the God of Israel, the same God for every member. 

So congregation when things happen in life to you or me it’s not because we have displeased the god of this locality or that function in life, or because the coffin going out of our neighbor's door caused a bad energy field or anything like that. Well you laugh. But that happens.  

It is because Israel provoked the Lord to anger (verse 12); because the anger of the Lord burned against Israel (verse 14); because he gave them into the hands of the plunderers. He sold them into the hands of their enemies because, wherever they went, the hand of the Lord was against them (verse 15). And the Lord delivered them because he was moved to pity by their groaning. 

Now my point is not to say that everything that happens is because you and I personally sin in a particular way. We don’t forget Job, who was a righteous man and upright in all his ways, and yet suffered terribly. We don’t forget about the man born blind, and who was born blind, Jesus said, so that God may be glorified by his healing.  

My point is that everything happens because the Lord God brings it about. And he is the only God that brings anything about. The apostle Paul said "there is no such thing as an idol in the world and there is no God but one." There is only one other spiritual power in this universe, and that is the Devil. And he can only do what he is allowed to do.  

Congregation, all those other gods, all those myths, all those other explanations for the meaning of life, all those other paths up the mountain to whatever, are nothing. They are not meaningful stories because they are not true. The Bible and the Bible’s God claims to be the explanation of all that can be explained to human minds. It claims to be the true explanation and the only true explanation. 

Thirdly then

3.THE BIBLE'S ONE TRUE STORY MUST BECOME YOUR STORY
What all of this means of course is something that cuts right across the grain of modern life: when it comes to God, one size fits all. Other things, other ideas, other gods might fit, and they will without doubt fit comfortably. But they are not God.  The God who simply is who he is is the same God for every one. And that has the flip side of course that I have already alluded to, and that is that the God that Israel apostatised from is the God of Israel. That is, not only must all men everywhere deal with the one only God. But the one only God deals with us as a race, he deals with his people as a people. So when Israel sinned they apostatised, they forsook the Lord, the God of their fathers who had brought them out of the land of Egypt who had done great things for Israel. God is a person but he cannot be personalised.  

Now the fact that God deals with us in this way is a very beautiful thing. For a start we don’t have to live as the Lord’s people in a hostile world on our own. We have the communion of the saints. So we use our gifts to help each other and to encourage each other and to strengthen each other. But it is beautiful in another way. It means that our children are born to be the children of God. You children, you young people, you were born to blessing and privilege and high calling.  

But after the first and second generation who had seen all the great work of the Lord which he had done for Israel under Joshua, there arose another generation who did not know the Lord, nor yet the work that he had done for Israel. Now it could well be when the text tells us that, that it means that the third generation did not know about God because the second generation had not taught them.  

But knowing about God is not all there is to knowing God. The word know in the Bible is a very big word; it means to know about; it means to know personally and it means to know personally very well. In Genesis chapter 4 we read, "Adam had relations with his wife Eve and she conceived and she gave birth to Cain." That’s how the New American Standard Bible puts it. If you have the NIV, it says "Adam lay with his wife." Now that is very plain. We all know what it is talking about. But the old translation says that "Adam knew his wife." That is what the Hebrew says. To know can mean to know somebody very well. Sometimes when we try to make things simpler we just make ourselves poorer. 

The real reason this third generation forsook the Lord, and followed other gods was because they did not know the Lord, they did not know the great work which God has done for Israel for they had not seen it like the first and second generations had. They did not know him personally as their deliverer and their Saviour.  

And now I’ve got to where I’ve been trying to get to. The Bible is the true story. The Bible is the only true story. But is it your true story? Do you know the Lord as your Lord and your God? The third generation did not know that in reality God had delivered them, not just their fathers, from Egypt. He had given them the land of Canaan. It was not just a story about what God had done for some vague group called Israel; it was not even just for their forefathers; it was for them.  Look at Deuteronomy 5 again, that we read earlier. There is Moses and he is preaching that great sermon to Israel before they are about to go over Jordan into the land of Canaan. And he is telling them how God has made a covenant with them at Mount Sinai and promised them the land and gave them the law and so forth. That was 40 years ago. Then we read this, "The Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb (that is another name for Sinai). The Lord did not make this covenant with our fathers but with us, with all of us, with all of us alive here today, 40 years later." 

But apart form Moses, Joshua and Caleb, not one of those there in Deuteronomy when Moses was preaching that sermon was over 20 years old at Mount Sinai. Most of them would not have been there at all, yet Moses says it was with them, not their fathers, that God made the covenant.  

Do you see the point? That third generation in the text – they might have been untaught; but most importantly, they did not know, they did not accept that God had made the covenant with them; that all the great works that God had done for their fathers was for them. They did not know God personally, for themselves, as their own God.  

Congregation, do you know God?  Do you know who he is and what he has done? Do you know him as the God who has done great works in history for you? That even bringing Israel out of Egypt was for you? So that the promised Saviour for you might come? And that the Saviour did come and died upon the cross of Calvary for you?  Do you know him personally as your God? And his son as your Saviour? Can you say with the apostle Paul, "he loved me and gave himself for me?" Young people and children, and maybe not only the young people and children, so many of you have been born into the covenant and have been baptised and so you are members of the church. That is a great privilege. So had this third generation in Israel been born into the covenant and circumcised as members of Israel. But they did not know the Lord, nor the work that God had done for them.  

I was brought up in the Open Brethren and they don’t believe in the covenant like we do, so they do not baptise their children for, they say – not only for this reason but also for this reason – God has no grandchildren. Now they are wrong about the covenant and about baptism, but they are absolutely right when they say God has no grandchildren. People of God, what I want to ask you this morning and what you need to answer is this: do you know that Jesus Christ died on the cross of Calvary for you?  Do you know God as your own God and Jesus Christ as your own Saviour? Do you know them personally? Do you love them? do you honor them? do you worship them? do you serve them and live for them with heart and mind, soul and strength?  

Because if you don’t, you’re third generation. You’ve forsaken the Lord and you serve and worship some other god, some silly localised mix-and-match, personalised god; maybe a god within you. It doesn’t matter, because it does no good.; because it doesn’t rule the world and it is not true and it doesn’t save. And we all know we need to be saved. This chapter of the book of Judges was written to make us see that the Bible is true; it deals with the real world; it answers the questions of real life. It is the only truth and it is the truth about the God who loves the world he created and rules. And it is the truth of the God who loves the world so much that he gave his only begotten son that he would come to the cross of Calvary and there he would die, crucified by the very creatures he had made and who had rebelled against him. So that who ever believes in him should not perish but have ever lasting life. Do you know for yourself the Lord who is your maker and the only Saviour?  
Amen.
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