The Glorious Difference 

Deut 11:10-12 For the land that you are entering to take possession of it is not like the land of Egypt, from which you have come, where you sowed your seed and irrigated it, like a garden of vegetables. 11 But the land that you are going over to possess is a land of hills and valleys, which drinks water by the rain from heaven, 12 a land that the Lord your God cares for.  The eyes of the Lord your God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year. ESV

Ps 127:1-2 Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain. 2 It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

We received rain early Saturday morning and short as it was, what a refreshing site it was to see!  We live in the desert, and though people may call this “God's Country” it has much more in common with the wilderness than it does the land of Canaan.  In Florida, where I just spent a week, it rained everyday, oftentimes the majority of the day and when it rained, the heavens were opened and torrents were unleashed from the sky.  I grew up in Louisiana so it is a familiar sight to see, but my two-year-old, having spent the majority of her life in South Texas would just go to the window and stare, pointing upward at the sky.  

I love Texas, but there is a difference between the two lands of Florida and South Tejas.  We have thorn bushes and cacti and they have green grass, palm trees, and ferns.  They have lawns and we have rocks.  We have drought restrictions and fireworks bans and they have white beaches and waterways.  The high there was in the 80s and the high here was triple digits.  Now, speaking practically in modern times, I understand that all of that rain can get annoying and so can the mosquitoes, and lest I be misunderstood, I'm not insinuating by this sermon that Florida is heaven, not by any stretch of the imagination.  I like Texas and I got here as quick as I could.  And I like South Texas.  But there is a vast difference in the two lands and it reminds me of a difference of lands presented in the Bible that I believe would speak to you and I tonight.  

We need to be reminded tonight of the difference between the true child of God and the worldly sinner; we need to be reminded that there are many differences but one of the greatest is within the conditions that we live our lives.  And to those here who are not truly living for God with all of their heart or who have not been born again of the water and of the Spirit, then you need to realize that although we currently share the same planet and the same country and even the same state, there is a great difference between us.  I'm not just speaking of the difference of eternal destination, but of the climate and the conditions in which we live our lives.  Hear The Glorious Difference!

__________________________________________________________  

The verses that we read in Deuteronomy are our key text and they are the words of Moses to Israel.  Moses would soon die and Joshua would take the helm of leading the children of Israel into the Promised land and this book – the weird name of Deuteronomy meaning 'the second time' – was Moses' farewell speech to his people and in it, he took the opportunity to reiterate to them the truths that he had been teaching and preaching all along.  No longer would God's people wander in the wilderness but they would soon enter the land of Canaan, the Promised Land, the land flowing with milk and honey which God had prepared for them to have.  It had been a long journey and many years since they had left Egypt and now they were going in to possess what God intended decades ago for them to have.  

Every Christian should be familiar with the story because it symbolizes our walk with God perfectly.  Egypt, the country in which the Israelis had been born into slavery, represents sin and the world and our old lifestyles.  Sin is a slavery just as cruel as an Egyptian taskmaster.  Sin is a despotic dictator of one's live just as Pharaoh had been to them.  And like Israel of old, we all come into this world in need of a Savior, a deliverer who can miraculously set us free.  

Just as they were set free by the blood of the Passover Lamb, so are we set free by the blood of Christ;  just as they applied it to the doorposts of their houses to avoid the judgment of the death angel, so do we apply it to our lives through water baptism in the name of Jesus Christ and so avoid the wages of sin which are death.  Just as the Israelites were “baptized unto Moses in the Red Sea and the cloud” so are we baptized unto Jesus by water baptism and Spirit baptism.  And the sure standing of freedom that those Israelites experienced thereafter is the joy of the born again Christian today:  they stand separated from their past and filled with God's Spirit, ready to follow the cloud's leading to a place that God has prepared for them.  

First, though, comes the wilderness.  Before the Promised Land comes the wilderness experience.  It is in the wilderness experience that God intends you to make your lives a habitation of His glory and His presence; it is in the wilderness experience that you must learn what true faith is, trusting in Him in all things; it is in the wilderness experience that you must hear and learn to obey the laws of God and learn to apply His Word.  God only intends it to be a short stay, but far too many Christians wander for decades at this stage and even die at this stage because they refuse to obey the Word of God and instead grumble – rather than believe and trust in Him, they doubt and turn back and wonder why living for God isn't all for them what it seems to be for others!  The old man must die so that you can follow your Joshua – we call Him Jesus in the Greek! – into the Promised Land.  

To those who learn to live according to God's Word and who learn the lessons of faith, there is a special place.  It is Canaan's Land, the Promised Place.  And here I have to digress from what most preachers preach.  Because most present Canaan as a portrait of heaven and there have been numerous songs and hymns that talk about crossing the Jordan and entering in to heaven.  That is a poor analogy and a false one because the Promised Land of Canaan does not represent heaven; it can not because when I read my Bible I find every town that God was to give them and every house that was to be Israel's inheritance already inhabited by an enemy.  I find them fighting at every turn and either by the sweat of their brow or by miraculous means, them having to drive out giants and conquer walled cities.  And afterward, they had to be careful to cleanse the land of the remnants of witchcraft and superstition and idolatry lest they be lured into believing such filth and lies.  

When we get to heaven, there will be no more giants there nor will there be walled cities nor anything that works a lie or sorcery.  The new heaven and the new earth will be dedicated to Jesus Christ and He will be the light thereof.  There will be no sickness and no destruction of evil per se because it will be as it should have been at the beginning.  When you get to your mansion, or your dwelling place that Christ promised to prepare for you, you will not have to fight an Anakim or giant in order to first move in.  And so Canaan is a poor representation of heaven.  Rather we should think of Canaan as we think of the other places of this analogy in the Old Testament, that like Egypt represents sin and the world and sinful living and like the wilderness represents the ordeals that teach us the Word of God and how to live in faith, trusting God for the most basic things, so does the Promised land represent a plateau or condition of living that is available to Spirit-filled believers on this earth in this life.  It is a level of living in the Promises of God, under the blessings of God, and living your life for God in the fullness that He created for you.  It is real life with sickness and lightness and darkness, and it is on this same planet as Egypt yet it is altogether different from Egypt or even the wilderness experience!  This is a place where your life becomes surrounded by the hand and the blessings of God and where you live your life in His promises.  

This is what all seek when they first come of Egypt and how sad that some never pass the tests of obedience and faith to get there!  But for those of us who are there and for those who want to get there, we need to realize that although Canaan and Egypt were on the same planet and even in the same geographical area of the globe, there was night and day difference between Israel's living in Egypt and living in Canaan.  And the differences went beyond slavery and freedom.  There was a great difference as to the land themselves.  The same laws of gravity; the same laws of nature; the same air in the atmosphere and the same sun and moon shining above, but oh, what a difference!  

_________________________________________________________________    

Our text in Deuteronomy highlighted this glorious difference and Moses wanted the children of Israel to realize the distinction:

Deut 11:10-12 For the land that you are entering to take possession of it is not like the land of Egypt, from which you have come, where you sowed your seed and irrigated it, like a garden of vegetables. 11 But the land that you are going over to possess is a land of hills and valleys, which drinks water by the rain from heaven, 12 a land that the Lord your God cares for.  The eyes of the Lord your God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year. ESV

Moses was saying, “you have previously only known Egypt but the land that God is giving you is altogether different than Egypt.”  This was important to understand not only because it affected how they lived their lives, but it also would help their mindset to never want to return to Egypt again.  And perhaps most importantly, these same differences are found in comparing living for God within His promises as He designed and called you to do and living in sin for your old self.  Again, there is a great and tremendous difference between the unrepentant and worldly sinner and the born-again child of God.  We currently live on the same planet and even in the same city and yet there is a great and glorious difference.  Look at our text and realize a difference:

Sinners have only a secondary source for blessings

Listen again to Moses' words here:

Deut 11:10 For the land that you are entering to take possession of it is not like the land of Egypt, from which you have come, where you sowed your seed and irrigated it, like a garden of vegetables. ESV

It rarely rains in Egypt, rather they get all their water and thus their source of life from the Nile River which flows through the land.  At a certain season, the Nile River overflows its banks and covers the land and then a stock of water reservoirs are accumulated in man-made reservoirs and throughout the year, they then let out this water through an elaborate system of canals and irrigation ditches and trenches to the fields.  As God said through Moses, they had to water it in irrigation style “like a garden of vegetables.”  Anything good and blessing and any fruitfulness that came into their life came from the water from the Nile from that time of overflowing abundance and so the Egyptians revered the Nile and even worshiped the Nile as a life-giving god.  

But the land to which Israel was called, the Promised Land, was not like that at all, but rather it is a land “which drinks water by the rain of heaven.”  Think of that phrase and how true it was and is.  God watered the Promised Land directly from the source, the heavens and the fruitfulness of Canaan was a direct product of God's direct rain of blessing and abundance.  

Now return mentally to Egypt again.  At that all-important season, seemingly by magic, the Nile River would overflow its banks and without that event, there would be no water to be stored for the rest of the year and no irrigation and no food.  And the Egyptian worshiped the River because of its seeming magical blessing.  But why did the Nile River suddenly do such a thing as overflow its banks?  Is it not because it was sourced in a country far away that was altogether different than Egypt, that also “drank water by the rain of heaven?”  That is, God caused the rains to fall in faraway lands and the river, swollen by such blessings, suddenly poured into Egypt and they just lived in the overflow – the crumbs, if you will – of the blessings of God on other places.  And the Egyptian foolishly revered the Nile and worshiped the Nile rather than worshiping the One who had sent the rain that filled the Nile.

What a glorious difference there is between the born-again child of God who lives everyday in the promises of God and the worldly, sinner who lives their life for themselves and cares not for the things of God!  Are there good things that come in sinner's lives?  Sure.  But the difference is that they only receive that which is an overflow or residual blessing of what God has given His people whereas the Christians has the source and the direct flow!

Is this not true in America?  America is the land of prosperity and of peace, but it is only so because there is a large element of Bible-believing Christians within its borders.  Say what you want, this country was first founded upon the ideal of religious freedom and not just a religious freedom for all people, but particularly by Spirit-filled, Bible-believing pilgrims.  It once was a land where the motto on our coinage was fitting, “In God we trust.”  And that God wasn't Allah or whomever you want it to be, but reading the first documents of this country, you will find that the God to which the money refers is the God of the Bible.  

Foolishly there are men and women who almost worship America as if America were the source of their blessing.  America has been blessed with resources and has overflowed its banks and many people and business men and even you and I have been blessed because of it.  But just as foolish as the Egyptian bowing before the Nile is the sinner who sings the praises of what a great country and land that America is without acknowledging the source of the blessings of America.  We are living in the abundance of overflow of blessings sent by God to this country!  Be proud to be an American but even more so praise and bless and give thanks to the source of her blessing.  That is Jesus Christ, God Almighty and His Word which formed the basis of so much in our country!  Even the sinner receives some good things as a result of this overflow, but born-again Christians don't live life with a secondary source – we receive regular blessings from God Almighty directly!

I could preach an entire message on this, but for the sake of time, let me say again, “Is this not so?”  They have a job and they have skills and talents which are byproducts of the blessings of God on this humanity and this country and they give credit to the job or their talents rather than the God who created it to be so.  But we realize that it is God who gave us the job and it is God who gave us the ability and we are all the more blessed by it!  Because God truly gives to us pressed down, shaken together, and truly He blesses us through surprising ways.  Things don't just work out for people in the world always, but it does for the child of God.  They say when things do occasionally work out in a season that it was a river of chance flowing through their lives, but we know better!  We understand that chance doesn't exist except as it is sourced in the mercy and grace and blessing of God!  We know the source, the primary one and not a secondary source!  We know that all good things come from God who gives it and in whom is no variable of turning!  

And so we live our lives at a different spot spiritually – they only reap the overflow of God's blessings as it trickles down, but we live in a place spiritually that is watered directly by the rain of heaven!  What a glorious place to live – not in ignorance but in full understanding of why things are as they are!  We know where our help comes from, therefore, we can more directly call Him!

_______________________________________________________________

Now notice yet another glorious difference between the Promised Land of God's Promises and Egypt:

Sinners eat the bread of anxious toil

Listen again to Moses' words:

Deut 11:10 For the land that you are entering to take possession of it is not like the land of Egypt, from which you have come, where you sowed your seed and irrigated it, like a garden of vegetables. ESV   

The ESV has a footnote where it gives the literal interpretation of the Hebrew.  The original does not say “irrigated” but rather “watered it with your feet.”  The translation is good because this how the Egyptians irrigated, through the use of their feet.  It refers to two things:  one, how that once the Egyptians would begin to direct the water that they had kept in their reservoirs into their irrigation ditches, they would have to run through the hot desert sun and move gates to direct the water where it was to go.  It also refers to the process of pumping the water with tread-wheel to get the water up and out of the ditches and out on the land.  The Nile river dumped the water out in its season, but to water the land and get any fruitfulness out of it, required the Egyptian to work with extraordinary labor.  Only by the extreme sweat of their brow could they have food and blessings.  

But Moses told Israel, “the Promised Place that God has given you is not like that which you have to water with your feet.  The water will come spontaneously from the sky because God shall cause it to do so.  You shall till and plant but God will rain and give the increase.  You do the initial work and then rest in your houses until time for harvest.  You will not have break your back all summer pumping water with your feet.  For the rain of heaven will come in the former and the latter rain and God will give the increase.  

There is a great difference between the ungodly and the mature Christian's lives because the ungodly eats the bread of anxious toil, meaning that he plants and then feverishly works to make it happen or it will not happen.  He has to worry about it constantly and work to try to make it happen.  The mature Christian just plants the seeds and in due time gets ready to reap.  Notice that I didn't say all Christians, but the mature Christian because some Christians have never learned this lesson.  Our other text, in Psalms, read:

Ps 127:1-2 Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchman stays awake in vain. 2 It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, eating the bread of anxious toil; for he gives to his beloved sleep. ESV  

This is sleep that speaks of rest and peacefulness and not spiritual slumber as I preached this morning.  What these scriptures are saying is that you can struggle to build the house or to keep watch and protect or turn to your own merits and abilities to make something happen, but in the end, if God is not in it and if you are not doing it according to God's plan, purpose, and principles, then it will all be in vain.  But, on the other hand, if you are  doing things according to God's purpose and plan, then you can rest with peace and satisfaction even before the end of the matter because you know that God is in it, therefore it will come to fruition and fruitfulness.  Oh, that we would learn this lesson!

This does not mean that the born-again Christian can be lazy and not work spiritually, but rather that our labor must be in sowing and reaping and not in maintaining.  If you've got to sow the seed of something and then wear yourself out protecting it and prodding it for it to come to a point of harvest, then you are doing it on your own just as those Egyptians pedaling and running like crazy to irrigate their lands with their feet.  If God is in something, then you can plant and then let God develop it and get ready to harvest.  If you pray and then have to go “help God do it” then know that it is not God's doing.  You are living the life of the Egyptian.  The ungodly does not believe in prayer because God does not hear the prayer of a sinner except in repentance.  They think us foolish for relying on prayer because they have found if they pray something, then they have to make it happen.  But not so in God's people who are living in the promises of God:  they pray and then go contentedly knowing that God will take care of it in due time.  They pray and leave it at the altar.  At least they should!  And what a glorious difference!

We don't have to live under the bread of anxious toil.  That means that we do not have to fill our lives with worry, because if we have taken it to God – the God who knows when the sparrow falls – surely then we know that God will take care of us and it.  Hear the Words of Moses about where we live:

Deut 11:12 a land that the Lord your God cares for.  The eyes of the Lord your God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year. ESV          

Truly His eyes are on our lives more than we realize!  Oh, how sometimes we worry for naught!  In the words of Jesus, can you by worrying over something change anything?  Can you worry enough that your gray hair becomes black again?  Can you worry enough so that you are now a few inches taller?  You think you can but you cannot.  You can worry until your anxious toil wears you down and destroys you, but it doesn't change the situation.  The Egyptian looks around at his reservoir of water and worries at whether or not it will be enough.  He looks around and worries that the overflow this year might not be enough.  He looks at his bank account and at the economy and worries for his future and his family.  But the Israelite has no reservoirs and no water irrigation system and he looks not to the Nile but to the sky.  He plows and he plants by faith, believing that God will do as He has promised and send the rain.  The Egyptian speaks, “how can you act before you have seen the water come?”  To which the Israelite replies, “I trust in Him and I have lived for Him and He has said the rain will come and so it will!”  The Egyptian would rather have water in the reservoir and money in the bank to face the future, but the Israelite would rather have the God of the future rather than stale blessings!  For if you have our God, then you always have enough!  

The difference becomes even more striking in that the worldly person says, “when I get this and when this finally comes, then I will rest and have peace.”  They are always waiting on something else to come in, the proverbial ship to come in before they can be happy.  But the Christian can have peace now and be fulfilled now and be content now, even if everything hasn't come to harvest yet, because they know that it will.  They are not so much trusting in their works and the river of chance as they are the rain of God's blessings.  What a difference!  To be able to smile now before we have received!  To rejoice for the victory before it comes!  To be able to be at peace, on this side of heaven!  We have not the bread of anxious toil, but the fruitfulness of faith in a God who is true to His promises!  What a glorious difference!

____________________________________________________________________    

There is a third difference here in this text and that is:

Sinner's worldly blessings are not universal

Again, listen to the words of Moses in our text:

Deut 11:11 But the land that you are going over to possess is a land of hills and valleys, which drinks water by the rain from heaven, ESV

The land of Egypt is almost universally flat.  And where it is not flat it is impossible to water with their system, because it is way too much work to pump the water up and down hills and valleys.  Therefore the only fruitful part of Egypt is the flat plains that can be reached with the water of the overflow.  

Here, Moses reminds the Israelites that the land to which God was taking them would be altogether different than that.  The Promised Land would be “a land of hills and valleys.”  It would be a land of dales and mountains and ridges and slopes.  And here is the miraculous part that the hills and valleys “drinks water by the rain from heaven.”  That is, fruitfulness and crops and prosperity would no longer be only found in the plains and the flat land but would come from the deepest valleys and even found on the steep slopes of hills and mountains.  For the rain from heaven would fall on all of it therefore good things would spring from all of it!

The worldly sinner who does not care for the things of God reaps blessings and times of fruitfulness, but only at the flat places.  And how often is life flat?  How often is life even keeled?  Most often life is a steep climb and an uphill struggle, or it is a low valley where the sun struggles to shine.  Life is not very frequently a smooth sea.  So there is a great difference between the worldly sinner and the born-again saint who lives in the Promised Places of God:  The worldly sinner experiences good things at times, but the child of God experiences the blessings of God at all times!  God can bless His child when they are climbing the slope of a struggle, just as He can when they stand on the plains of average life.  He can reach down to help His child and rain down blessings when they are in the valley as He did when they were on the mountain top!  What a difference!  The child of God experiences the rain of God's mercy and love and help no matter the circumstances of life, whereas the sinner only has it in the flat lands and that only as an overflow!

It's a glorious difference!  When the sinner goes through a valley, they do so with no point.  But the child of God goes through it to receive another blessing!  When the sinner climbs the steep uphill struggle, there is no point, but the child of God draws closer to their God and His mercy with each step upward!  And we know that whatever life may bring, the rain of God's blessings and glory is constant over all and through all!  And what a glorious difference that is! 

Things don't have to be perfect for God to bless us!  Things don't have to be aligned as humans think for our God to move!  We can be so low in a valley as to be unable to see the sky, but the rain of God's blessing still comes!  We can be on a mountaintop and only see with some struggle a cloud the sign of a man's hand, but prepare yourself anyway because the rain is coming!  To choose to live for God is to choose to live your life on this earth in an altogether wonderful place than sinful humanity!  Living for God is not a flat trek and it has its hills and valleys but know that the rain from heaven falls on them all!  And that is a great and glorious difference!

____________________________________________________________________ 

I would close by reminding you that our lives are:

Deut 11:12 a land that the Lord your God cares for.  The eyes of the Lord your God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year to the end of the year. ESV

His eyes are upon you, if you are living for Him.  He wants to bless you.  He knows where you are.  The end of the matter, no matter the matter that you are in, will be blessing and of glory if you will trust Him.  

His eyes are upon this church.  It has been on us from the beginning of the year and it will be so to the end of the year, whereupon – if we will continue to obey Him and if He tarries – He will repeat it again another year.  Don't be despondent that a new building has not come yet, “except the Lord build, he that labors labors in vain.”  The Lord is with us.  He is preparing us and getting things ready.  We are sowing the seeds and we will reap the promise and it is the Lord's doing.  Look at how He has brought the right people to be ready to see it!  Look at how our little church is packed!  Look at what God has done in people's lives.  He is working; He is building the work and so it is only a matter of time that we will reap!  

Those same eyes are upon you.  We are about to head into the Fall season and God has a great work to do in your life.  My words to you would be the words of Moses immediately after our text:

Deut 11:13-15 "And if you will indeed obey my commandments that I command you today,  to love the Lord your God, and to serve him with all your heart and with all your soul, 14  he will give the rain for your land in its season,  the early rain and the later rain, that you may gather in your grain and your wine and your oil. 15 And he will give grass in your fields for your livestock, and  you shall eat and be full. ESV

To receive His blessings, we must stay in the Promised Place that He has put us!  We do that by continuing to obey His Word and by loving and serving the Lord with everything within us!  If we will be faithful to Him, He will be faithful to us!  And our lives will bear out the glorious difference between those who live in Canaan and those who choose to reside in Egypt!  What a glorious difference!  

