Question: Why did God, while finally moving Israel into the Land of Promise, give the command to eliminate all of the Amorites and Canaanites?

This practice was known as Herem, or the “ban.” It meant that a city or nation was to be devoted to God through elimination

1.
Is it because he knows what is best, not only for Israel, but for all mankind?


Answer: Yes. The elimination of the Canaanite peoples, while serving as justice to them, served mercy to Israel and all mankind. 

Listen to the command God gave the Israelis:

Deuteronomy 20:16-18: “However, in the cities of the nations the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not leave alive anything that breathes. Completely destroy them—the Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites—as the Lord your God has commanded you. Otherwise, they will teach you to follow all the detestable things they do in worshiping their gods, and you will sin against the Lord your God.”

In failing to obey, the Israelis guaranteed the awful fulfillment of God’s warning. Later in their history we find the following:

1 Kings 14:21-24: “Rehoboam son of Solomon was king in Judah. He was forty-one years old when he became king, and he reigned seventeen years in Jerusalem, the city the Lord had chosen out of all the tribes of Israel in which to put his Name. His mother’s name was Naamah; she was an Ammonite. Judah did evil in the eyes of the Lord. By the sins they committed they stirred up his jealous anger more than their fathers had done. They also set up for themselves high places, sacred stones and Asherah poles on every high hill and under every spreading tree. There were even male shrine prostitutes in the land; the people engaged in all the detestable practices of the nations the Lord had driven out before the Israelites.” 

2 Kings 16:3-4: “In the seventeenth year of Pekah son of Remaliah, Ahaz son of Jotham king of Judah began to reign. Ahaz was twenty years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem sixteen years. Unlike David his father, he did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lord his God. He walked in the ways of the kings of Israel and even sacrificed his son in the fire, following the detestable ways of the nations the Lord had driven out before the Israelites. He offered sacrifices and burned incense at the high places, on the hilltops and under every spreading tree.”


Point: Deuteronomy 29:29, following on the heels of God telling the Israelis that they will receive the same judgment as any other degenerate nation should they choose to descend into ultimate depravity and evil, says this, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” While the Lord never gives us the complete counsel of his thinking, he gives us enough to know that we can trust him. If holding back the evil of mankind was the only reason for herem, it would be enough, but, as we are about to see, there is much more.
Application: Some have argued that God would never leave us an information vacuum. Their argument goes something like this: 


1.
God is not an author of confusion


2.
Not giving us all the information will lead to our confusion


3.
Conclusion: God must have given us all the information

Left with these parameters the champions of this point of view attempt to “make sense” of the information available. In cases where God gives complete revelation they (and we) face no problem. In cases where God does not provide complete revelation (see Deuteronomy 29:29; 1 Corinthians 13:12) they face tremendous problems. Let’s look at a couple of those problems.

A.
If we arrive at a conclusion not fully supported by God’s word we may establish a philosophy or code of conduct directly opposed to his will.

B.
Problem A forces us to face another problem. While people use the word logical in their attempts to fill in the information gaps left by God (i,e, God said this. Then God said this. But, perhaps, he did not say how or why. We then formulate the how and the why and say it is based on logic.) they fail to comprehend one of the most logical truths of all and one that will, if understood and appreciated, guard against Problem A. What is that most basic logical truth? Since God is God and we are not there are things we simply cannot comprehend. There is absolutely no sense in the notion that God would or could give us his complete understanding. This is not a limitation on him, but upon us. So, while God often describes certain things, he does not always explain all the intricacies related to that which is described. This is truth supported by the most basic of logic, but more importantly by the Word of God (see Job 38-40; Isaiah 55:8,9).

Question: As you contemplate this simple, logical, and yet profound truth, what does it do for your understanding of worship?

2.
Is it because he plays favorites?


Answer: No. His favorites, Abraham and Moses never possessed the Land of Promise. And, in the case of Abraham, we are told why: the level of evil among the inhabitants of Canaan had not yet reached a point that required their elimination (as mankind had during the days of Noah).

Genesis 15:16: “In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure.” 


Answer: No. Israel too would face the same judgment if their level of immorality reached that which demands God’s wrath.

Leviticus 18:24-28: “Do not defile yourselves in any of these ways, because this is how the nations that I am going to drive out before you became defiled. Even the land was defiled; so I punished it for its sin, and the land vomited out its inhabitants. But you must keep my decrees and my laws. The native-born and the aliens living among you must not do any of these detestable things, for all these things were done by the people who lived in the land before you, and the land became defiled. And if you defile the land, it will vomit you out as it vomited out the nations that were before you.”


Point: God’s judgment is never capricious. It always flows from his perfect balance between grace and mercy and righteousness and justice.

3.
Is it because he is vindictive?


Answer: No. God is the just, righteous, equitable, loving gracious moral creator of the universe. When depravity is great enough God’s righteousness moves him to distribute justice to both uphold his character and to protect the innocent from incredible evil.

Genesis 6, The Flood

God told Noah he would allow another 120 years, but he would not contend with mankind forever. In verse 6, the text tells us that God regretted “that he made humans on the earth.”
Total destruction, therefore, is part of God’s sovereign judgment as the Moral Creator of his own creation.


Other Examples:



Genesis 19, Sodom and Gomorrah



Revelation 19:11-16, The End Times


Point: Destruction is sometimes part of God’s sovereign judgment as the Moral Creator of the universe.

4.
Is it because he is evolving?


Answer: No. God is the immutable (never changing) sovereign director of everything.

Malachi 3:6:  “I the Lord do not change.”

James 1:17:  “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.”


Point: God is not merely the ultimate gift dispenser, comfortable grandpa, personal friend, or heavenly policeman. He is the perfect, self-existent, unchanging sovereign of the universe. His character is complete in and of himself. Therefore, his choices are perfect. 

5.
Is it because he is out of control?


Answer: No. In fact, just the opposite is true. God is the potter, the universe is his clay. His picture of his creation is the whole, not just the parts. What he does with his creation, therefore, is in perfect keeping with his perfect character.

Romans 9:10-24:  “Not only that, but Rebekah’s children had one and the same father, our father Isaac. Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in order that God’s purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls—she was told, ‘The older will serve the younger.’ Just as it is written: ‘Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.’ What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! For he says to Moses, ‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.’ It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy. For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: ‘I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’ Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden. One of you will say to me: ‘Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?’ But who are you, O man, to talk back to God? Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’ Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use? What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory—even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles?”

The Apostle’s point could not be more clear. While God goes to great lengths to help us understand his perfect character, in the end he does not need to—and the fact that he does is yet one more proof that his choices concerning and control of creation and humanity are perfect.

Genesis 18:25


Abraham asked, “Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?” 

The, answer of course, is yes. While Abraham argued that God should extend mercy to everyone if there was among them a few who were righteous, he could not see what God sees. Abraham saw imperfectly. God saw perfectly. Abraham wanted treatment for Sodom and Gomorrah on his terms. However, the terms of any human being are limited in knowledge, wisdom, information, and morality. God knew everything about Sodom and Gomorrah. Therefore, his terms were perfect.

The problem for Sodom and Gomorrah (as well as anyone who says, “Yeah, but”) is that Abraham would have had to argue down to zero people. “For 50, for 40. for 10, will you show mercy to all? For 0, for nothing, for absolute degradation, depravity, and decay will you show mercy? Even though I am asking you to violate your own perfect, self-existent, intrinsic character, will you still not have mercy? Come on God, just do it my way.”


Point: When he chooses compassion and mercy for some and justice and punishment for others his choices align perfectly with his ultimate purposes.

Application: Back in the application section under number one we considered how the simple yet profound fact that God is God, we are not, and his thoughts and ways are so much greater than ours affects our worship. Let’s return to that theme for a few moments. Think of yourself in the hands of a master potter. Think also of other pieces of clay in various states of preparation or development in the hands of this master potter.

Question: What is the purpose of the master potter?

Question: What is the purpose of the clay?

Question: How much greater is the master potter to the lumps of clay?

Question: Which is greater, the degree of difference between the master potter and the clay or the Creator of all the universe and us?
Question: Now where does this line of questions lead us? 

Question: Some will resist this truth (which by the way is directly taken from Romans 9). They will say, “Well, you cannot compare clay to human beings.” What is the problem with this position?
6.
Is it because God “needs” to be in control?


Answer: Of course not. If you will excuse my poor grammar and use of the double- negative, God cannot not be in control. Everything about his creation is for him and through him and in him. He is both the ultimate cause and the chief end to all that exists. He has need of nothing.  To the contrary, it is to our benefit—it is our need being fulfilled—when God is in control, when he is being magnified, when his character is being dominant, when he is fulfilling himself as the majestic King of Glory.

Ephesians 1:11-14:  “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.”

The ultimate reason the Church exists is to give God glory. 

However, it is not only the Church that is to glorify God. The Apostle Peter points out that the actions of the Church can lead to God’s glory through all things.

1 Peter 4:11:  “If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.”

Through the Prophet Isaiah, God said this,

Isaiah 48:10,11:  See, I have refined you, though not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of affliction. For my own sake, for my own sake, I do this. How can I let myself be defamed? I will not yield my glory to another.” 


Point: Receiving glory is not vanity on God’s part, but his love being demonstrated toward his creation. Every action he takes is designed for this glory and this love. Therefore, when he judges nations, rather than individuals, we can be sure that he is yet again bringing glory to his perfection (justice, mercy, holiness, wrath…all of it combined) and love to his creation.
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