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THE BLESSING OF COMPLETE OBEDIENCE
Judges 1 	I wish to note that I have found Michael Wilcock's Bible Speaks Today commentary on the book of Judges extremely helpful and stimulating when preparing this series of sermons. I have tried to write my own sermons, but his thinking may often show. 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
What do you think about the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ? Maybe you wonder why I’m asking that question, having just read what I have. What do the two have to do with each other? Well they do have to do with each other, as I will show in a minute, so again I ask: What do you think of the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ?  

#	There are many in today’s world who see the cross as a superb example of self-sacrificial love.  And if only we would follow Jesus' example the world would be a whole lot better place. So much better would his example inspire us to make it, that you could even say that by the cross God saved the world.  And it is true. Jesus did leave us an example of suffering unrighteously. Peter tells us that we should follow in his steps. 

#	Or we can see the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ as that which bought us our salvation; and by which we are liberated from judgment, and hence we go free and we don’t need to worry about the consequences of sin anymore. And praise God, because that is very certainly true, as we confess in Lord’s Day One of the Catechism. 

#	Maybe you go on from there and believe that there is healing in the cross, in the atonement of Jesus Christ. So therefore, we who have put our faith in him ought to expect good health. Well whether that is true or not that is one thing. But again, Isaiah 53 says: "He has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows, and by his stripes we were healed."

#	Maybe you’ll even go further along those lines and you are joyfully looking forward to the new heavens and the new earth where only peace and righteousness dwell. Where God will wipe away every tear from our eyes and there should be no more death, neither sorrow nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain, for the former things have passed away.  

Praise God for that too. I am certainly looking forward to it. But how do we come to have all of this by the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ. What did Jesus do there that made it possible for God to give sinners all this blessing and joy?  

The blessings are great and let's dwell on them a lot. But let us always remember exactly how we come to have those blessings. We have those blessings because on the cross Christ took the curse. It is true of course that we go free, but only because Christ bore the penalty. Essentially, people of God, the cross is about righteousness and obedience and judgement. And in the Bible a judgement is a decision, an act of God based on righteousness on behalf of his people. And, it is in this light you see, that we see the relationship between the cross and the judges of Israel.  

In Chapter 11, when we come to it, we will see that "the Lord is the Judge of his people." The Lord is the one who delivers his people into the hands of their enemies when they depart from him and are no longer faithful. The Lord is the one who delivers them from their enemies by judging their enemies when they repent. And the Lord uses human beings to do that. Throughout the book he raises up judges to deliver Israel from their enemies, even as earlier he had raised up Moses and Joshua and even as later He would raise up David and Solomon and all the other kings. And even as later still, and definitively and once for all, he sends his only begotten Son to be born a man to deliver all his people from all their enemies and especially the greatest, the Devil and death.  

Salvation, people of God, is something that God has done for us and it is a moral matter. It was achieved by the Lord Jesus Christ coming "to do your will oh God even as it is written in your Book that I would.”  We sang it didn’t we, in the last Psalm, the 40th Psalm. It is really about Jesus Christ. But it is also to be spoken about us.  So when Jesus came he said: “Listen, disciples, my very food is to do the will of my Father in heaven."  Salvation is deliverance from sin. Will we now then leave sin alone?  Salvation is deliverance to God, to be God's and Gods’ alone. Will we then belong to God alone? And salvation is a deliverance that arises out of the love of God, and God means us to love Him in return. Will we love the Lord our God with all our heart and with all our soul and with all our mind and with all our strength?  Because the catechism goes on to talk about that too. “Because I belong to him, Christ by his Holy spirit assures me of eternal life and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for Him”.  

The question that the book of Judges and the question that this chapter that we read this morning puts to us is this: Will we accept the judgement of the Lord? Yes. His free salvation for sure; but also the reason why there is free salvation; that God is serious about sin and rebellion and unfaithfulness and he has judged it in his Son. Will we leave sin? Will we therefore be whole-heartedly obedient? Will we love the Lord our God with all our soul? These are important questions, people of God, from God’s point of view, and from ours. And it is from our point of view that I want to look at it this morning.  Because I think it is the point of view that our chapter is stressing.  Because first of all, people of God

1.	SUCCESS IN LIFE IS THE REWARD OF OBEDIENCE
God had delivered Israel from Egypt through Moses, "a man attested to you by God with great signs and wonders," to use the words that Peter used to describe Jesus to the Jews on the day of Pentecost. Moses appointed Joshua as his successor and Joshua led the people in the great conquest of Canaan.  And those great conquests put God's stamp of approval on Joshua. He was the newly appointed judge. He had won the definitive battles and Israel was well and truly ensconced in the land.  

Of course it is one thing to have a D-day, on the beaches of Normandy. It is quite another to rout Mr Hitler from his bunker in Berlin. And it is sort of in that situation, if you like, between 1944-45 that Joshua died. It is between winning the great initial victories and the mopping up that still had to be done that Joshua died. And he had appointed no successor. 
So the Israelites contemplated how they could confirm and complete this conquest and the question became: “Who shall go up first for us against the Canaanites to fight against them?” And the Lord said, "Judah shall go up. Behold I have given the land into his hand.” Now how God said this we don’t know. Perhaps they went along to the priest and the priest used the urim and the thumim. Perhaps they cast lots. Maybe somebody remembered the blessing that Jacob pronounced upon Judah in Genesis 49. We don’t know.  

At any rate God appointed Judah. Judah knows the job is not yet done. In fact all the tribes know that. But Judah goes to it. And Judah takes Simeon along with him. Simeon's territory was contained within Judah's territory so that was quite natural. Maybe Judah also took Benjamin along. Their territory was just to the north and the city of Jerusalem was on the border between Benjamin and Judah. 

And God gave Judah great success. Verse 4; "Judah went up and the Lord gave the Canaanites and the Perizzites into their hands and they defeated ten thousand men." Or verse 8; "Judah fought against Jerusalem and captured it and struck it with the edge of the sword and set the city on fire" and so forth.
Yet the victory was not quite complete. Verse 19;  “The Lord was with Judah and they took possession of the hill country and they could not drive out the inhabitants of the valley because they had iron chariots." What happened? Did they have a sudden loss of nerve? which is, of course, a nice way of saying, Did they lack faith? that they doubted God?  Whatever exactly the story is, I need to explain one or two things here. 

What exactly the story was with the city of Jerusalem we cannot be quite sure.  
In Chapter 8 we read that Judah and Simeon captured the city. Yet, in verse 21, we read that the sons of Benjamin did not drive out the Jebusites, who lived there. Probably, Judah left Benjamin to re-inhabit the city and they never did so. Well we will come across great weakness and sin in the tribe of Benjamin later. But by and large, Judah had great success in their campaign and in the main, by their straightforward faith and obedience, they cleaned out the land that had been allotted to them.  

There is perhaps a point we need to note here and that is the whole idea of the conquest of Canaan and the total destruction of all its people – men, women and children. That was commanded by God. How is it possible? We need to be careful thinking about this and we need to remember something else too. In the book of Deuteronomy, Israel is given very clear instructions about how it is to go to war. And the rule is that Israel is never to kill non-combatants, civilians. They were never even aloud to cut down fruit trees and destroy means of production. So how could it be that Israel was commanded to wipe out every last Canaanite? The answer is this. This is a special final judgement on the Canaanites. It is a special judgement, of God; like Christ is going to bring on all unbelievers when He comes again at the last day.  

In Genesis 15, God told Abraham that Israel will not be delivered out of Egypt and given the land of Canaan "until the iniquity of the Amorites is full." That sort of thing is not said very often in Scripture. The iniquity of the Amorites, or the Canaanites, is now full and God is removing them from the earth. So it is a once-off in history. And it has been wicked ever since for any nation to take the lives of civilians in warfare or to ruin any nation's capacity for economic production as an act of warfare. 

Well there you are, Judah obeys God and God rewards Judah with a great deal of success in life. Success in life is the reward of obedience. Secondly, 

2.	FAILURE IN LIFE IS THE REWARD OF DISOBEDIENCE
Really people of God, you need to go home this afternoon and read this Chapter with the Bible atlas in hand. Basically the land of Canaan is split down the middle lengthwise by the river Jordan. On the east of Jordan were three tribes, Reuben, Gad and half the tribe of Manasseh. They settled there before the conquest.

On the western side of the Jordan there is mainly hill country. Then down the coast is a coastal plain. But that hill country between the coastal plain and the hill country just west of the Jordan is divided by two valleys that cut in from the Mediterranean at two points. And these two valleys divide the hill country into three portions. 

#	In the south were Judah, Simeon and Benjamin. Then there is the valley of Aijalon that cuts in from the Mediterranean at Joppa. Jerusalem is at the head of that valley. The tribe of Dan was given land in that valley. 
#	North of that valley you have the central highlands or hill country. That was given to Ephraim. Then north of that you have the valley of Jezreel that again cuts in from the Mediterranean just north of mount Carmel. The other half of the tribe of Manasseh was also in that central bit of hill country. 
#	North of the valley of Jezreel (or Esdraelon or Meggido, as it was also called), in another section of hill country were Issachar, Zebulon, Naphtali and Asher.   

Now we’ve seen that God gave Judah success in the South through their obedience. But further north, it’s all down hill, and it gets worse all along the way. In verse 22 we read that Joseph and Ephraim, went up against Bethel and God was with them. But to overcome Bethel, they captured a man who came out of the city and they got him to tell them how to get into the city and they promised to treat him kindly. They made a covenant with him, exactly what they were commanded never to do. Now you could perhaps argue, Look, they were only doing what Joshua and Caleb did with Rahab in Jericho. But there is actually a big difference. Rahab confessed herself to be a believer. This man did not. So, sure, the Ephraimites destroyed Bethel (the old city called Luz). But that man went off and built another Luz. And so the Canaanite culture, which Israel was to destroy, was preserved and perpetuated. 

We then read in verse 27 that Manasseh did not take any of the cities in the valley in Jezreel. So while that Canaanite man built a new Luz somewhere else, the Canaanites of Meggido and Jezreel lived right on where they always had.  
At times the Israelites became stronger and put them to forced labor but they did not drive them out completely, they didn’t destroy them. It was the same with the tribe of Zebulon in the northern part of the Jezreel Valley. 

When we get to the territories of Asher and Naphtali, to a great extent hill country, where the Israelites were stronger, we read in verse 31, not that the Canaanites lived with the Israelites, but that the Israelites lived with the Canaanites. And to cap it all off, the writer tells us in verse 34 that the Canaanites would not allow Dan to live among them at all, but they chased them out of their territory in the Aijalon Valley back up into the hills of Judah.  

Can you see what is going on? From the almost complete success of Judah in the South, because it was obedient, it destroyed the Canaanites from almost all it’s territory. We go a little further north. Ephraim lets a man go. He rebuilds Luz. He perpetuates Canaanite culture somewhere else. A little further North to Manasseh, they allow the Canaanites to live amongst them. Then, when we get to Zebulon and Asher, the Canaanites are very graciously allowing those tribes to live amongst them. Then finally, Dan is chased right out of its territory altogether.

It gets worse all the way along, because of progressively greater disobedience. People of God, success in life is the fruit of obedience. Failure in life is the fruit of disobedience.  Thirdly, 

3.	HAPPINESS IN LIFE IS THE REWARD OF OBEDIENCE
It is a very disappointing story right from the first chapter. In fact, the first chapter provides a pattern for the book, because the first judge that God raises up is of the tribe of Judah, the most faithful tribe, the last is Samson and he is from the tribe of Dan, the least faithful tribe. And, as a consequence, we find Dan crawling back to the safety of Judah. 

Congregation, we live in a most discouraging day, and it is often very discouraging in the church as well. We live in a day of rank disobedience by the people of the Lord; where so often there seems to be so little integrity and consequently we live in a day of little spiritual power.  

There is a lot of talk about power evangelism and all the rest. But can it really be said that the church is growing? can it really be said that the influence of the Kingdom of God is growing in the life of our nation? or the whole world for that matter? as the influence of the Kingdom of God was to grow in the land of Canaan and posses it completely? Why were the Israelites only more or less obedient and therefore only more or less blessed? 

#	Could it be that they were covetous? All that free labor that could be gained from those Canaanites. It was too attractive to destroy them as God had told them to? And covetousness is still with us, isn’t it congregation?

How often will we, for example, desecrate the Lord’s Day and perhaps go to a one day sale to save some money on something that we want? or work as if the six days the Lord has given us were not enough to earn our daily bread? That is ill-gotten gain, is it not? And Proverbs tells us, that ill-gotten gain does not last. 

#	Why were the Israelites only more or less successful? In the main, it was fear. They lacked faith. We read in verse 19, "Now the Lord was with Judah, and they took possession of the hill country but they could not drive out the inhabitants in the valley because they had iron chariots."  But Proverbs 21 says, "The horse is prepared for the day of battle, but the victory belongs to the Lord." But not even Judah fully believed that. 

Paul says in the book of Galatians:  “Galatians you were running well. What hindered you from obeying the truth?” How often, people, do we back out of a discussion where we know we should bare witness to the truth of God but we fear the arguments of the unbelievers? How many areas of life do we leave alone because the enemy has iron chariots? Apparently better tools or better arguments. An obvious one of course is the origin of life. For years Christians were faced by the pseudo-science of evolutionist dogma. Thank God for the Creation Science movement, which has, over recent years, been sweeping into the valleys of scientific argument and reclaiming some of the land that belongs to God because all the world belongs to God. All thought belongs to God, and it must be brought to obedience to God. And we Reformed people of all Christians say we believe that. 

This applies to every activity of life, congregation, where we simply are not stubborn enough to do the Lord’s will. So, for example, we listen to Mr Benjamin Spock about how to bring up our children instead of the word of God. We cave in, we go the world’s way and we miss the blessing. 

But, people of God, we are not bound to be part of this general discouraging scene. For at the same time as Dan was being routed, Judah was being successful. The Lord was with Judah, and so there was also happiness and joy in Judah. 

And even though Judah was not completely obedient there was one family that was, the family of that grand old man, Caleb. At 85 years of age he come along to Joshua – we didn’t read this in the text; it is earlier on in the book of Joshua – but he says to Joshua, Joshua I’m as strong as I was 45 years ago when I spied out the land. So let me go and take Hebron which God promised to me. So he did. Then there is another city in his territory that must be subdued. But this time he offers his daughter as a reward to the man who can take this other city, Debir. His nephew Othniel looks at Caleb's daughter and he decides she's the best girl in town and he must either have her or lose his head trying. But life without her is not worth living. So away he goes and he wins her. And Achsah is made of the same stuff as her father and she makes sure she goes with a good piece of land and springs to make it productive and they all lived happily ever after. Yes that is exactly what it is about.  

CONCLUSION
So congregation, there is the story. It starts off well and it ends miserably, and it’s got some stern warnings. And even the good bit is plodding, dangerous, strenuous stuff without this last little story. But this last little story could only be in that good bit. So in the midst of that good bit about the 95% faithfulness of the tribe of Judah is this lovely bit, this delightful bit of romance and daring adventure and joy; and a lovely daughter using her charm to twist her dad's arm and an old father enjoying the fruits of a good family life. A life in which he sought to bring up his children in the Lord, the fruit of his stubborn faithful obedience over many years.  

So here is this beautiful bit then, about eating and drinking, and marrying and giving in marriage. Life at it’s best. People of God, life can be good; it can be joyful; it can be blessed even in the midst of a generally discouraging world.  But remember that it is always a fruit of obedience. As our Psalter hymnal, has Psalm 103; 
Those who his gracious covenant keep, the Lord will ever bless, 
their children’s children shall rejoice, to see his righteousness.  

You won’t always be able to explain to your children or your work-mates why you do or don’t do certain things. You won’t always be able to understand what you are up against in some of the subtle or apparently unanswerable logic of the world and its wisdom. Even as Judah could not figure out how to cope with the chariots. But if all of Judah, and if all the other tribes, had been as obedient as Caleb, the Lord would have given them the same victory. Because all along, the victories had only been won because the Lord was with them.  

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, all of life belongs to God. It is not always for us to understand it, but it is always for us to accept the Lord’s judgement, to accept the Lord’s decisions, to accept the Lord’s commands and obey.  

The cross of our Lord Jesus Christ was the place where our sin and disobedience was judged. We have thus been saved from sin; will we now leave sin alone? We have been brought to God, to be God's and God's alone; will we then belong to God alone? 

That we have been saved arises out of the love of God and God means us to love him in return; will we love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul and might? Will we be, as we confess, be whole-heartedly ready and willing from now on to live for him?

That is the simple obedience that the Lord loves and requires and blesses with pleasures at his right hand forevermore. And we can still give it to him in this dark day. And Jesus promised that as we do so, we will be blessed, like Caleb, in this life, and in the next, with life eternal.
Amen
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