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      The Pleasure of God in Personal Obedience and Public Justice

      Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices,

      as in obeying the voice of the Lord?

      Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice,

      and to hearken than the fat of rams.

      1 Samuel 15:22

      A false balance is an abomination to the Lord,

      but a just weight is his delight.

      Proverbs 11:1

      In chapters 7 and 8, we emphasized the good news that God is a mountain spring and not a watering trough. He is self-replenishing and does not need a bucket brigade to meet his needs. We do not serve him, therefore, as though he needed anything (Acts 17:25). Rather, we honor his overflowing fullness when we thrive on the water of life. God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. This means that whenever I am most thirsty and desperate for help, I can encourage my soul not only with the truth that there is a merciful impulse in the heart of God but also with the truth that the source and power of that impulse is the zeal of God to act for the glory of his own name. I can plead along with the psalmist,

      For your name’s sake, O Lord,

      pardon my guilt, for it is great. (Ps. 25:11)

      I can cry out in distress,

      Help us, O God of our salvation

      for the glory of your name,

      and deliver us. (79:9)

      I can ask for light in the night,

      For your name’s sake, lead me and guide me. (31:3)

      The last two chapters have shown us that God’s passion for the glory of his own name is the measure of his pleasure in those who hope in his love and pray in his name. When we hope in God, we glorify God as the fountain of deep and lasting joy. And when we pray, we give expression to that God-glorifying hope. In this chapter, we go one step further and say that obedience to God makes this God-glorifying hope visible and proves that it is real in our lives. Obedience is the irrepressible public relations project of those who have tasted and seen that the Lord is good (Matt. 5:16).1

      Two Key Questions

      We begin with Samuel’s words to Saul in 1 Samuel 15:22:

      Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices,

      as in obeying the voice of the Lord?

      The answer is clearly no. The Lord delights far more in obedience than in the performance of worship ceremonies without it. The two questions I pose as I listen to this text are Why does God delight in obedience? and Is this good news? Is it good news to hear that what pleases God is obedience, or is it a discouraging burden—like a heavy yoke on a team of oxen? Many hear the biblical call for obedience as something very different from the gospel. They hear the ominous tones of legalism and works and insecurity. And so they make every effort to keep the gospel call for faith and the call for obedience in radically separate categories. They believe that if the call for obedience were mixed with the gospel call for faith, salvation by faith would be contaminated by works and the gospel would be destroyed. Is this true? Before we focus on these two questions, let’s be sure we have the setting of 1 Samuel 15 clear in our minds.

      When Israel came out of Egypt and passed through the wilderness, the Amalekites attacked them. You can read about that in Exodus 17:8–16. God gave the Israelites victory, but this wicked mistreatment was never forgotten. In Deuteronomy 25:17–19 God said,

      Remember what Amalek did to you on the way as you came out of Egypt, how he attacked you on the way, when you were faint and weary, and [how he] cut off at your rear all who lagged behind you; and he did not fear God. Therefore when the Lord your God has given you rest from all your enemies round about, in the land which the Lord your God gives you for an inheritance to possess, you shall blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven; you shall not forget.

      Finally, the time appointed for judgment comes and the Lord commands Saul, the first king of Israel, to execute the sentence against the Amalekites. The command is given in 1 Samuel 15:2–3:

      Thus says the Lord of hosts, “I will punish what Amalek did to Israel in opposing them on the way, when they came up out of Egypt. Now go and smite Amalek, and utterly destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass.”2

      So Saul gathered his army and went against the city of Amalek. He warned the Kenites to get out if they wanted him to spare their lives (1 Sam. 15:6). And then he destroyed the Amalekites from Havilah as far as Shur, east of Egypt. But 15:9 describes the fatal disobedience of Saul: “Saul and the people spared Agag, and the best of the sheep and of the oxen and of the fatlings, and the lambs, and of all that was good, and would not utterly destroy them; all that was despised and worthless they utterly destroyed.”

      The Lord saw this disobedience, and he repented3 that he had made Saul king (15:11). Samuel is angry at this turn in God’s attitude toward Saul, and he cries out to God all night (15:11; see also 12:23). The result of his night of prayer is a firm resolve to do what God says. He rises early in the morning and finds out that Saul has gone to Carmel, set up a monument for himself, and proceeded to Gilgal, where he was first made king (11:12). So Samuel goes to meet Saul and is met with the ingratiating words “Blessed are you to the Lord; I have performed the commandment of the Lord” (15:13).

      Samuel asks what the sound of bleating sheep and lowing oxen mean if Saul has really destroyed everything the way God said. But Saul blames it on the people: “They have brought them from the Amalekites; for the people spared the best of the sheep” (15:15). But nothing Saul says will work now. He has disobeyed the commandment of the Lord, and he finally admits it: “I have sinned; for I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord and your words” (15:24).

      Now with this situation clearly in view, we can take up our first question: Why is God so displeased with disobedience? Or to put the question positively, Why does God take so much delight in obedience?

      Why God Delights in Obedience

      I see at least five reasons in this story why God hates disobedience and takes pleasure in obedience. I will mention them in order from what seems to me the least to most serious.

      First, God has pleasure in obedience because disobedience shows a misplacement of fear. In 1 Samuel 15:24, “Saul said to Samuel, ‘I have sinned; for I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord and your words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice.’” Why did Saul obey the people instead of God? Because he feared the people instead of God. He feared the human consequences of obedience more than he feared the divine consequences of sin. He feared the displeasure of the people more than the displeasure of God. And that is a great insult to God. Samuel had said twice to Saul and to the people, “Fear the Lord, and serve him faithfully with all your heart” (12:14, 24). But now the leader himself has feared man and turned away from following God (15:11).

      It is a great biblical truth that to fear a thing is to do homage to it. In Isaiah 8:12–13 the prophet warns against the very mistake Saul made: “Do not call conspiracy all that this people call conspiracy, and do not fear what they fear, nor be in dread. But the Lord of hosts, him you shall regard as holy; let him be your fear, and let him be your dread.”

      If our lives are guided by the same fears that unbelievers have, then we do not “regard God as holy.” We do not honor him and revere him as greater than all things. In fact, Isaiah says, it is a kind of pride to be afraid of what man can do while we disregard the promises of God. He quotes God with this piercing question:

      I, I am he who comforts you;

      who are you that you are afraid of man who dies,

      of the son of man who is made like grass,

      and have forgotten the Lord, your Maker? (51:12–13)

      Who do you think you are to be afraid of man when you have my promises? Fear of man may not at first feel like pride but that is what God says it is: “Who do you think you are to fear man and forget me, your Maker!”

      The apostle Peter takes up this teaching of Isaiah and applies it to the Christian life. He says, “If you suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts reverence Christ as Lord” (1 Pet. 3:14–15). Isaiah said, “Don’t fear man, regard God as holy.” Peter said, “Don’t fear man, reverence Christ as Lord.” The words behind “regard as holy” and “reverence” are basically the same in both cases. The point is this: if you fear man, you have begun to deny the holiness, the worth, of God and his Son Jesus. God is infinitely stronger. He is infinitely wiser and infinitely more full of reward and joy. To turn from him out of fear of what man can do is to discount all that God promises to be for those who fear him. It is a great insult. And in such an insult God can take no pleasure. On the other hand, when we hear the promises4 and trust him with courage, fearing the reproach that would be brought on God by our unbelief, then he is greatly honored. And in that he has pleasure.

      Second, God has pleasure in obedience because disobedience shows a misplacement of human pleasure. Saul tried to persuade Samuel that it was a noble intention that led him to disobey God and keep the best sheep and oxen alive (1 Sam. 15:21). He said they wanted to sacrifice these to the Lord in Gilgal. But the Lord had given Samuel insight into the true motive of Saul and the people. We see it in 15:19: “Why then did you not obey the voice of the Lord? Why did you swoop on the spoil, and do what was evil in the sight of the Lord?”

      They “swooped” down on the spoil like hungry birds eager to fill their bellies. This word “swoop” is used in 14:32 to describe how the people fell on the spoil when the Philistines were defeated. It says, “The people flew upon the spoil, and took sheep and oxen and calves, and slew them on the ground; and the people ate them with the blood.”

      When Samuel says, “Why did you swoop on the spoil, and do what was evil in the sight of the Lord?” he implies that the people were driven by an overweening desire for the pleasures of all that meat. Their pleasure was misplaced. It should have been supremely in God. But they delighted more in the meat of sheep and oxen than they did in the smile and fellowship of God. This is, of course, a great insult to God, and therefore, very displeasing in his sight. But to look to the promises of God and the prospect of his awesome presence and delight more in that than in the fleeting pleasures of disobedience is a great honor to God. And in that he has pleasure.

      Third, God has pleasure in obedience because disobedience shows a misplacement of praise. When Saul had defeated the Amalekites, the first thing he did was build a monument for himself. First Samuel 15:12 says, “It was told Samuel, ‘Saul came to Carmel, and behold, he set up a monument for himself.’” Evidently, Saul was more interested in getting a name for himself than in making a name for God through careful obedience to his word. He misplaced praise from God to himself.

      This sin becomes even worse when you read 15:17–19:

      And Samuel said, “Though you are little in your own eyes, are you not the head of the tribes of Israel? The Lord anointed you king over Israel. And the Lord sent you on a mission, and said, ‘Go, utterly destroy the sinners, the Amalekites, and fight against them until they are consumed.’ Why then did you not obey the voice of the Lord?”

      Earlier in 9:21, Saul had seemed amazed that God would choose him to be king over Israel even though he was from the smallest tribe, the tribe of Benjamin, and from the least of the families of his tribe. And he should have been amazed! If he wanted honor, he should have been amazed and satisfied with the honor that God had already given him by making him king. This is Samuel’s point here in 15:17—why are you driven by a lust for human glory when God has in fact given you a glorious privilege as the head of the tribes of Israel and the anointed king of God’s people?

      But Saul was not content with the glory of God and the honor of being his freely chosen king. He wanted his own glory and his own praise. And the submissive path of obedience does not offer that kind of praise and glory. And so he did things his own way in order to get his own glory. God does not delight in human actions driven by the craving for human praise. The Lord delights in the kind of humble, dependent obedience that calls attention to his infinite praiseworthiness.

      Fourth, God has pleasure in obedience because disobedience is as the sin of divination. This is the explicit reason Samuel gives why disobedience is displeasing to God in 1 Samuel 15:22–23:

      Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice,

      and to hearken than the fat of rams.

      For rebellion is as the sin of divination.

      Back in Deuteronomy 18:10–12, God had put divination in the same category with horrible things he hates:

      There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who practices divination, a soothsayer, or an augur, or a sorcerer, or a charmer, or a medium, or a wizard, or a necromancer. For whoever does these things is an abomination to the Lord.

      Why are rebellion and disobedience like the sin of divination? Divination is seeking to know what to do in a way that ignores the word and counsel of God. It discounts the guidance and revelation of God or regards them as wrong or insufficient. And that is exactly what disobedience is based on. God says one thing, and we say, “I think that I will consult another source of wisdom.” In the case of divination, the added source of wisdom is a medium of some sort. But most often in the case of disobedience, the added source of wisdom is simply oneself! Disobedience of God’s word puts my own wisdom in the place of God’s and thus insults God, as if he were not the only sure and reliable source of wisdom. What does it say about your doctor if he writes the prescription for three pills a day and you decide to take one a day? It says that you put yourself above your doctor. You distrust his skill and competence and goodwill. It is a great insult, and your doctor would not take pleasure in that—and you won’t get well.

      Fifth, God has pleasure in obedience because disobedience is idolatry. This is what Samuel says in 1 Samuel 15:23:

      For rebellion is as the sin of divination,

      and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry.

      When God says one thing and we consult the little wizard of our own wisdom and then stubbornly choose to go our own way, we are, in effect, idolaters. We have not only chosen to consult ourselves as an alternative to God and thus become guilty of divination, but we have also gone beyond that and actually esteemed the direction of our own mind over God’s direction and become guilty of idolatry. Worst of all, the idol is our own self.

      So it stands to reason that God will be displeased with disobedience because at every point it is an attack on his glory. It puts the fear of man in the place of the fear of God. It elevates pleasure in things above pleasure in God. It seeks a name for itself instead of a name for God. It seeks out additional guidance besides God’s, instead of resting in the wisdom of God. And it sets more value on the dictates of self than on the dictates of God and thus attempts to dethrone God by giving allegiance to the idol of the human will.

      But obedience, being the exact opposite, in all these things enthrones and honors God. Therefore, God has great pleasure in obedience. He beams like any father would when his children are courageous because they know their daddy’s strong arm is behind them. He takes pleasure in us when our obedience shows that we put our treasure in him and not in the enticements of sin. He delights in the meekness and humility of our submission that loves to make a name for God and not man. He rejoices over the resting of our souls in the sufficiency of his wisdom. And he exults over us with singing when we enthrone his will as more precious than all the ways of the world.

      But Is This Good News?

      God takes great pleasure in obedience, but can we? Is it good news to hear that God is pleased by obedience? Or is this a burden we thought we had escaped when we heard the gospel of forgiveness and justification by faith? I believe it is good news that God delights in obedience. There are at least four reasons.

      First, God’s pleasure in obedience is good news because it means he is praiseworthy and reliable. If God did not delight in obedience, he would be a living contradiction. He would love his glory above all things and yet not take pleasure in the acts that make his glory known. He would, in effect, be two faced and double tongued. His beauty would vanish and with it all our happy praise! And he would be unreliable because you can’t trust a God whose values are so fickle that he exalts himself one minute and approves of insults the next. If God is praiseworthy and reliable, he must exult in the tribute of obedience. And there is no greater news than the assurance that God is worthy of praise and worthy of trust.

      Second, God’s pleasure in obedience is good news because everything God commands is for our good. Jesus is the great physician, not the great dictator. “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31–32). To be sure, Jesus dictates. He commands. But all his commands are like a doctor’s prescription or a physician’s therapy. They are not arbitrary. They are meant to make us well and happy. If they have some painful side effects, it is not because the doctor is unkind or unwise. It is because he has good purposes in the pain and because the disease is so bad that severe medicines may be required. Every command from Jesus is meant for our good.

      But not only are the commands of Jesus for our good; so were all the commandments of the law in the Old Testament for the good of Israel. They were not a cruel burden. They were the loving guidelines of an infinitely wise heavenly Father for the good of his people.

      The Lord commanded us to do all these statutes, to fear the Lord our God, for our good always, that he might preserve us alive, as at this day. (Deut. 6:24)

      And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you, but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments and statutes of the Lord, which I command you this day for your good. (10:12–13)

      When the Bible tells us that God takes pleasure in obedience, we should rejoice because that means the doctor cares whether we get well. His heart is in it. If he took no pleasure in our doing the tasks assigned to make us well, he would not be a God of love. So it is good news indeed not only that he has given us commandments for our good but also that he rejoices to see them done.

      Third, God’s pleasure in obedience is good news because his commandments are not too hard for us. Moses said it very clearly in Deuteronomy 30:11: “This commandment which I command you this day is not too hard for you.” The Old Testament law was not the kind of arrangement in which God stood over his people with a scowl and a club waiting for someone to make a tiny slip. At the very birthplace of the law on Mount Sinai, the lawgiver identified himself like this: “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (Ex. 34:6–7). The law had an elaborate provision for forgiveness and restoration rooted in the heart of God. So the law as a whole could be fulfilled even by those who needed repeated forgiveness. The key they so often missed was that the commands were to be obeyed “by faith” (Rom. 9:32). It is not an all-or-nothing demand for perfection. Therefore, it is “not too hard for you.”

      Jesus put it this way: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28–30). This does not mean that there is no yoke and no burden. It means that there is something about Jesus that makes his demands (even when they sever us from home and wealth and life itself) “light” and “easy.” The apostle John found this to be true in practice for many decades and then wrote, “This is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3).

      God’s pleasure in obedience is not like the sadistic pleasure of a heartless coach who likes to see his recruits sweat and strain under impossible conditioning exercises. In fact, he pronounces a curse on such moral taskmasters: “Woe to you teachers of the law! For you load men with burdens hard to bear, and you yourselves do not touch the burdens with one of your fingers” (Luke 11:46). God is not like that. With every command, he lifts not just his finger but all his precious promises and all his omnipotent power and puts them at the service of his child.

      No eye has seen a God besides you,

      who works for those who wait for him. (Isa. 64:4)

      His commands are only as hard to obey as his promises are hard to believe. This leads us to the fourth reason that God’s pleasure in obedience is good news.

      Fourth, God’s pleasure in obedience is good news because the obedience he loves is the obedience of faith. This concept is so widely misunderstood today that some people cannot see how faith and obedience are necessarily connected as root and branch or branch and fruit. So you often find in many churches and ministries the cultivation of an implicit two-stage Christianity: a faith stage and then (maybe) an obedience stage. But this is not the way the Bible pictures the life of faith. The separation of faith and obedience, as though faith were necessary for salvation and obedience were optional, is a mistake owing to a misunderstanding of what faith really is. True saving faith is not the kind of belief in the facts of the gospel that leaves the heart and life unchanged. If it were, then God’s pleasure in obedience would indeed be bad news. He would be saying that we are saved by faith, and then, to please him with obedience, we must move beyond faith to something else in order to produce good behavior. This is not good news. The good news is that saving faith is by its nature a life-changing power.5

      Obedience Is the Fruit of Faith

      Saving faith has an intrinsic power to produce fruit. As Paul says in Galatians 5:6, “In Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but faith working through love.” Faith works through love. If it doesn’t, it is dead and cannot save. As James 2:17 says, “Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself.” The good news is not that obedience is not essential for final salvation but that faith is the only way to obey, and this obedience of faith is the only kind God approves (see Rom. 1:5; 14:23).

      It is a great irony that the people who cultivate a two-stage Christianity do so in the name of grace but in effect nullify grace. They say there is a faith stage necessary for getting to heaven and then an obedience stage not necessary for getting to heaven (but perhaps for getting better rewards there). This looks like grace because they say obedience is not mandatory. But in fact the whole Christian life is gradually transformed into an experience of something other than a life lived by faith. Having cut the root of faith away from obedience in order to make obedience optional and exalt grace, they, in effect, define the life of obedience as a life of works that we are to produce not by the effectual power of saving faith but by some other kind of effort. But this effort to obey by some other power than faith is not an event of grace.

      Grace as Power, Not Just Pardon

      Underlying this mistake is a misunderstanding of grace. Grace is not simply leniency when we have sinned. Grace is the enabling gift of God not to sin. Grace is power, not just pardon. This is plain, for example, in 1 Corinthians 15:10. Paul describes grace as the enabling power of his work: “By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me did not prove vain. But I labored harder than all of them, yet not I but the grace of God that is with me.” Grace is not simply the pardon of Paul’s sins; it is the power to press on in obedience. Therefore, the effort we make to obey God is not an effort done in our own strength but “in the strength that God supplies, that in everything God may get the glory” (1 Pet. 4:11). And doing something by relying on the strength that God supplies simply means doing it by faith. Therefore, the obedience that gives God pleasure is by grace through faith. It is the obedience of faith.

      Paul confirms this principle in 2 Thessalonians 1:11–12 by calling our acts of goodness “works of faith” and by saying that the glory this brings to Jesus is “according to the grace of God” because it happens “by [his] power”: “To this end we always pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of his call and may fulfill every good resolve and work of faith by [his] power, so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.” The obedience that gives God pleasure is produced by the power of God’s grace through faith. The same dynamic is at work at every stage of the Christian life. The power of God’s grace that saves through faith (Eph. 2:8) is the same power of God’s grace that sanctifies through faith.

      “Saved Through Sanctification”

      The reason for this is that sanctification is part of salvation. It is a great mistake to think of salvation as stage one in the Christian life and sanctification (or holiness or obedience) as stage two. Salvation is the big biblical term that describes all God’s saving work for us and in us, past, present, and future. We “have been saved” (Eph. 2:8), “are being saved” (1 Cor. 1:18), and “will be saved” (Rom. 13:11; 1 Pet. 1:5). Salvation is not one stage in the Christian life. It is the Christian life. And sanctification is one essential part of it.

      So Paul says in 2 Thessalonians 2:13–14, “We are bound to give thanks to God always for you, brothers, beloved by the Lord, because God chose you from the beginning to be saved, through sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth” (see also 1 Thess. 4:7–8; 1 Pet. 1:2). Notice two things. First, we are not saved apart from sanctification. “God chose you to be saved, through sanctification.” It is an essential part of salvation, not an optional stage after salvation. Second, this process of salvation through sanctification happens “through belief in the truth.”6 That is, sanctification is by faith. Or to put it most plainly, the obedience that pleases God is the obedience of faith, and the obedience of faith is an essential part of salvation. We are chosen to be saved through sanctification, which is the same as the obedience of faith.

      How Does Faith Produce Obedience?

      But how does faith produce obedience? When you trust Christ to take care of your future (“Faith is the assurance of things hoped for,” Heb. 11:1), meet all your needs as he promised to do in Philippians 4:19, and satisfy your soul, the inevitable result of that faith is that sinful strategies to find satisfaction in the world lose their control by the power of a superior promise. When you believe God’s promise of superior joy, you sever the power of the promise of sin. Therefore, moral conformity to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29) is the fruit of faith.

      Martin Luther saw this so clearly! In the two years between October 1518 and October 1520, the indomitable Reformer had a respite from the papal siege against him. He worked feverishly, not knowing how long his safety would last. One of the works that came from this period was the walloping little pamphlet The Freedom of a Christian. Even in translation and four centuries later, it vibrates with the passion of this ignited man.

      It captures (or I should say releases!) the connection between faith and holiness—between confidence in the promises of Christ and conformity to the person of Christ. Luther writes,

      It is a further function of faith that it honors him whom it trusts with the most reverent and highest regard, since it considers him truthful and trustworthy. . . . So when the soul firmly trusts God’s promises, it regards him as truthful and righteous. . . . When this is done, the soul consents to his will. Then it hallows his name and allows itself to be treated according to God’s good pleasure for, clinging to God’s promises, it does not doubt that he who is true, just, and wise will do, dispose, and provide all things well.

      Is not such a soul most obedient to God in all things by this faith? What commandment is there that obedience has not completely fulfilled? . . . This obedience, however, is not rendered by works, but by faith alone.7

      We should never think of obedience as something unattached to saving faith, as though the one could exist for long without the other. Obedience to Christ is the necessary result of true faith.

      But to make crystal clear why it is that faith begets obedience or practical likeness to Christ, we should draw out the essential meaning of saving faith even more clearly than we have so far. We will see in a moment from Hebrews that the future dimension of saving faith is essential if faith is to have its sanctifying effect. Trusting in God to meet our future needs, five minutes from now and five centuries from now, overcomes fear and greed and breaks the power of sin’s promise to make us happier. But what we need to see here is that the essence of faith is being satisfied with all that God is for us in Christ. Or you could say, the essence of faith is treasuring Christ supremely in all that he is and does and says.

      This statement emphasizes two things. One is the God centeredness of faith. It is not merely the promises of God that satisfy us. It is all that God himself is for us in Christ—or all that Christ is for us as God. Faith embraces God—not just his promised gifts—as our treasure. Faith banks its hope not just on the real estate of the age to come but on the fact that God will be there (Rev. 21:3). And even now what faith embraces most earnestly is not just the reality of sins forgiven (as precious as that is) but the presence of the living Christ in our hearts and the fullness of God himself (Eph. 3:17–19).

      The other thing emphasized in defining faith as being satisfied with all that God is for us in Christ is the term satisfaction. Faith is not just believing facts about God. It is not just intellectual assent. Faith is the quenching of the soul’s thirst at the fountain of God. The biblical evidence for this can be seen most easily in John 6:35: “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life; he who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst.’” “Believing” means “coming” to Jesus to eat and drink the “bread of life” and the “living water” (John 4:10, 14), which are none other than Jesus himself.8 And when we eat this food and drink this water, we are satisfied with Jesus. That is the meaning of faith. We rest in him. Here is the secret of the power of faith to break the enslaving force of sinful attractions. If the heart is satisfied with all that God is for us in Jesus, the power of sin to lure us away from the wisdom of Christ is broken. And we will love holiness because it is an expression of the personality of the one who brings us so much satisfaction.9

      The Source of Moses’s Obedience

      The writer to the Hebrews works this out for us in some practical illustrations. For example, he shows that Moses’s obedience and love were produced by this kind of faith.

      By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to share ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered abuse suffered for Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he looked to the reward. (Heb. 11:24–26)

      Here we see the key to the triumph of obedience over disobedience. The key is confidence that what Christ offers is better than the “fleeting pleasures of sin.” Moses looked to the reward of God’s promises, he weighed that against the rewards of unrighteousness, and he rested satisfied in God. With that, the power of sin was broken and he was freed to love a rebellious people for forty years. The writer of Hebrews calls this liberating contentment “faith.” “By faith Moses . . . chose to share ill-treatment with the people of God.”

      The definition of faith behind this usage is given in Hebrews 11:1: “Faith is the substance of things hoped for.” Sometimes it’s translated “assurance of things hoped for,” but I think “substance” is a good translation. That’s the way the word is used in Hebrews 1:3, where Christ is the representation of God’s substance. When the writer calls faith “the substance of things hoped for,” he means that the joy set before us by God’s promises, as it was set before Jesus in Hebrews 12:2, can be tasted substantially even now. Faith tastes now the superior future that God promises. In other words, faith is satisfied that God will work things out in the future far better than I could work them out by relying on myself or by departing from the path of obedience—even if obedience means suffering now. Being satisfied with all that God is for us in Christ—past, present, and future—is the power to resist the alluring temptations of disobedience.

      The Power to Be Plundered in Love and Joy

      The writer to the Hebrews gives another, even more graphic illustration of the way such future-oriented faith produces obedience. He tells the story of how in the early days of their faith the Christians showed great love to the imprisoned saints by visiting them at great cost to themselves. What was the powerful source of this obedience to the command to “remember those who are in prison” (Heb. 13:3)?

      Recall the former days when, after you were enlightened, you endured a hard struggle with sufferings sometimes being publicly exposed to abuse and affliction and sometimes being partners with those so treated. For you had compassion on the prisoners, and you joyfully accepted the plundering of your property, since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession and an abiding one. Therefore do not throw away your confidence which has great reward. (10:32–35)

      In these Christians’ lives, the power to love was the confidence that God would take care of their future. So their obedience was the obedience of faith. The cost of obedience—which was immense—was not so great as the offsetting promise of God. The substance of things hoped for was so real to them that it freed them from fear and the need for safety and comfort and thus empowered them for the obedience of love. This is what Paul meant in Galatians 5:6 when he said, “In Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love.” Faith works through love because faith is satisfied with all that God is for us in Christ, and so faith breaks the alluring power of selfish temptations.

      This stress on satisfaction shows the secret of the psychological dynamics of why faith produces obedience. When we are satisfied with our counselor, we will do what he counsels. But more than that, true faith delights in all that Jesus is—his character, his personality, his nature. This means that his counsel itself will be beautiful to us. We will love holiness because it is an expression of the personality of the one whose personality we cherish, we treasure.

      We Are His Pleasure When He Is Our Treasure

      The point I have been laboring to clarify here is that God’s pleasure in obedience is good news because the obedience that pleases him is the obedience of faith. Another way to put it would be to say that God is happy with our obedience when our obedience is the overflow of our happiness with God. God is delighted with our obedience when it is the fruit of our delight in him. Our obedience is God’s pleasure when it proves that God is our treasure. This is good news because it means very simply that the command to obey is the command to be happy in God. The commandments of God are only as hard to obey as the promises of God are hard to believe. The word of God is only as hard to obey as the beauty of God is hard to cherish.

      The Pleasure of God in Public Justice

      Before leaving this chapter, I want to make explicit that God’s pleasure in obedience extends into the public sphere of life. I want to relate God’s pleasure to the issues of public justice. In the last three chapters, we have been moving from the inside to the outside of life. God rejoices over those who hope in his love. God takes pleasure in the prayers of the upright. God delights in obedience more than in sacrifice. You can see the movement here from inner to outer experience. Hope is deepest within. Then it expresses itself more or less openly in prayer. And this prayerful reliance on God gives rise to obedience.

      But so far we have not stressed the public or societal dimension of this obedience. You might call this the business part of your life. It includes things like filling up your gas tank and buying antiques and punching a time card and paying your taxes. Does God take delight in the way you do things at the store or the office or the shop or the kitchen? Is any wrong behavior in these nonreligious areas so significant that God would even call them an abomination?

      With this concern we have moved out just about as far as we can go: from hope to prayer to general obedience to specific forms of obedience in the nonreligious, business part of life. But there is one more step we could take, and I want to take it in the last part of this chapter. We could ask, Does God have any delight in the behavior of non-Christian people in the nonreligious areas of life?

      So we really have two areas to examine briefly before leaving this chapter: the nonreligious, business life of Christians and the nonreligious, business life of non-Christians. What sort of action does God delight in here? And why does he?

      “A Just Weight Is His Delight”

      Proverbs 11:1 is a decisive pointer in answering these questions. This verse doesn’t say whether believers or unbelievers are in view. It simply says,

      A false balance is an abomination to the Lord,

      but a just weight is his delight.

      The implications here are far reaching. Suppose you are a merchant in Old Testament times who sells cornmeal. And suppose that in those days ten cents a pound is a fair price. Someone comes to you and asks to buy five pounds of cornmeal. So you reach for your five-pound stone and place it in the dish on one side of the scale. Then you take your bag of meal and start pouring it into the dish on the other side of the scale. You pour until the two dishes swing at the same level. Then you pour the dish full of meal into your customer’s container, and he knows that he has been given the right amount. And he pays you the fifty cents for five pounds of meal.

      But then suppose that during the night you take a sharp, hard blade and dig a small hole in the side of the stone and work it around, hollowing out the inside of the five-pound stone until it weighs only four pounds. Then you cover the little hole over with clay the same color as the stone and let it dry. The next day you don’t use it on the educated and strong because they might make a fuss over the smaller pile of meal and might even examine the stone. But when the child comes on behalf of his mother or when the widow comes who is partially blind, you use your hollow stone. Our text says that this is utterly reprehensible to God, no matter who does it: “A false balance is an abomination to the Lord.”

      Today’s False Balances

      Now, what sorts of acts in our day are implied in the phrase “false balance”? I’ll mention four categories, which are really two different ways of dividing the acts into two categories.

      This verse refers to sellers and it refers to buyers.

      First, it includes acts of selling when the seller does not give goods or services worth the price or the fee that he is charging. You can imagine a gasoline pump that reads a penny more per gallon than it should, a scale at the grocery store that reads high, a medicine label that claims too much, a Realtor who doesn’t tell a buyer about a flooding problem in the house he is selling, or a college teacher who hasn’t written a new lecture in ten years and spends his time remodeling his basement instead.

      Second, it includes acts of buying when the buyer schemes to pay less than the goods or services are really worth. You can see what God thinks of such an act in Proverbs 20:14:

      “It is bad, it is bad,” says the buyer;

      but when he goes away, then he boasts.

      This would include paying some poor vendor in Tijuana a ridiculously small sum for a quality rug he had made because while he is desperate for a sale, you can take it or leave it. It would include not paying the late penalty on my water bill by dating my check before the deadline which I really have missed. It would include slipping some foreign coins in my payment, hoping that the cashier won’t recognize them.

      The other way to categorize the acts denounced in Proverbs 11:1 is to notice that it refers to acts of deceit and it refers to acts of injustice.

      Third, it includes acts that involve deceit in transactions with other people. And so the act expresses a lie. For example, as you do your income tax returns this verse has something definite to say about whether the way you report your income is a delight to God or an abomination to him. Or you might file an insurance claim and lie about the extent of the damages in order to get a better settlement.

      Fourth, the other side of this category is that such acts of deceit always do an injustice to another person. A person does not get what is his due. For example, you might stick a person with a lemon of a car by not being truthful about its condition when you sell it. Or you might rush a refugee family into signing a lease for an unseen apartment and charge them exorbitant rent and leave the apartment in poor condition with no improvements. So the issue would not only be that you are being deceitful but that they are treated unjustly.

      I hope you can see that all such acts and motives are implied in Proverbs 11:1:

      A false balance is an abomination to the Lord,

      but a just weight is his delight.

      You can be a deceitful seller or a deceitful buyer. And you can do an injustice to a buyer, and you can do an injustice to a seller.

      The Secular Interests of God

      One lesson to be learned already from this is that God has an interest in all our nonreligious life. All our business transactions are his concern. God is not so distant or even so “religious” that he cares only about what happens at church and during devotions. Every square inch of this earth is his, and every minute of our lives is a loan from his breath.

      Charles Bridges, an evangelical pastor in the Church of England two centuries ago, asks this searching question: “Is it not a solemn thought, that the eye of God marks all our common dealings of life, either as an abomination or a delight?”10 We should test ourselves. Are we being shaped more by the secular spirit of the world or by the Spirit of God? The test is this: Do we feel that minor business misrepresentations are an acceptable part of the game rules of the day, or are they an abomination to God? Is God’s will the first and foremost concern in all our political and business dealings or only in some personal and domestic areas? God’s pleasure in obedience extends passionately to the public sphere of life.

      Why is the justice of believers in the public sphere a pleasure to God? The answer should be clear from what we have said earlier in this chapter about obedience being the outworking of faith. The obedience of public justice glorifies God when it grows out of a heart that is trusting in his promises and is satisfied in his presence and protection. It is especially pleasing to God because he is passionately concerned with his fame, as we saw in chapter 4. He wants the glory that comes to him when his people are publicly righteous and loving. “Let your light so shine before men that they might see your good deeds and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). Just and honest dealings make the saving, satisfying lordship of God more visible, especially if they involve some sacrifice on our part.

      Proverbs 20:17 says,

      Bread gained by deceit is sweet to a man,

      but afterward his mouth will be full of gravel.

      In other words, when we use false balances or lie on our tax returns or misrepresent the facts in our dealings, we are declaring that the fleeting sweetness of sin is more to be desired than the everlasting peace of God. This is no honor to God and therefore no pleasure to his heart:

      A false balance is an abomination to the Lord,

      but a just weight is his delight.

      The Honest Work of Unbelievers

      But what about unbelievers? Does God delight in their just dealings, even though this does not come from faith? There are unbelievers who order their business lives in honest and just ways. Is this a delight to God?

      The answer is no and yes because God looks at the honesty of unbelievers in two different ways. When God looks at their honesty and justice as an outworking of their inner life of unbelief, he does not delight in it because it is sinful. Romans 14:23 says, “Whatever is not from faith is sin,” and Hebrews 11:6, “Without faith it is impossible to please God.”

      Honest unbelievers are like a rebellious teenage son who rejects his parents and everything they stand for and goes to another city. But to make it in the real world, he decides to play by some of their rules. So he gets a job as a cook at a restaurant. Months later his parents happen to visit that city and go to that restaurant. Without knowing he is there, they order one of their favorite delights. And without knowing it, their own son makes the meal that they enjoy. But back there in the kitchen he is as rebellious as ever. He is not doing it for their sake at all. And so even this act of really providing their pleasure is an expression of rebellion. And if his parents could be told the truth, they would not rejoice and say, “Oh, how wonderful! Our son is now a delight to us because he made our favorite meal!” They would still be brokenhearted that he rejects them.

      So God does not delight in the honesty and the justice of unbelievers when he sees it as an expression of their rebellious and unbelieving hearts. Acts done without any trust in God’s grace or any love for his glory are not a delight to God.

      Vestiges of God’s Upright Image

      But there is a sense in which God does delight in the just balances and honest weights of unbelievers—namely, when he looks at their honesty and justice as fragments of his own divine work, expressing a vestige of his own upright image.

      This seems to be implied in Proverbs 16:11:

      A just balance and scales are the Lord’s;

      all the weights in the bag are his work.

      I think this means that wherever you find just scales and a bag of honest weights, you find the work of God. Justice is God’s creation. Honesty is God’s character and design. Integrity is the work of God—even in unbelievers—just like their head and heart and hands and feet are his work.

      Theologians call this common grace. It isn’t saving grace. It doesn’t get a person to heaven. It is the same grace that makes the sun come up every day on the good and the evil and sends rain on the just and the unjust (Matt. 5:43–47; 22:10). It is the restraining grace that keeps a society from sinking into anarchy. And when God sees the work of his own common grace holding the world back from premature ruin and giving at least some outward expression to his purposes of justice and honesty, in that measure he delights in what he sees.

      The honesty and justice of unbelievers is like a seashell washed up on the beach. There’s no life in it. But it does have a kind of beauty. There is some sturdiness to it and symmetry and order. Life is more enjoyable because this shell of justice and honesty exists. It has its uses: you could plant a flower in this conch shell, you could use it to decorate your mantel, or you could teach things from it at school—like the fact that this shell took its form from life.

      So it is with the integrity of unbelievers. It is the vestige of the image of God, the residue of something glorious and beautiful in the heart of God. It is the very work of his common grace, preserving and keeping this fallen humanity back from the precipice of anarchy and chaos. When God looks on the honesty and justice of his unbelieving and rebellious creatures in this way, he delights in their justice and takes pleasure in their honesty. It is the work of his own hands and the gift of his common grace.

      God’s Pleasure in Persevering Political Engagement

      Since the partial external conformity of unbelievers to God’s designs of justice and honesty does in one way delight the heart of God, it was right for William Wilberforce to devote twenty years of his life in Parliament to the abolition of English slave trading, even though the great majority of those merchants who gave up the trade did it under legal constraint and not for any holy reasons at all. It was the work of God’s grace that rid England of the barbarisms of the African slave trade. And therefore, the Lord looked down with delight on February 22, 1807, when the House of Commons passed the decisive bill. The same will be true when persevering pro-life forces bring an end to wanton, legalized child killing in America.

      Yes, God delighted most in the living power of holiness in the life of Wilberforce and Henry Thornton as they embraced one another and frolicked in the snow like schoolboys outside the chamber after that triumph of justice. And in a different and mysterious way, God also delighted in the shell of holiness that took shape in English society when it was purged of the slave trade once and for all. For he delights in the work of his hands, the work of his common grace.

      John Wesley, the great evangelist, wrote to Wilberforce to strengthen his hand in God. He said, “Unless God has raised you up for this very thing, you will be worn out by the opposition of men and devils, but if God be for you who can be against you? Are all of them together stronger than God? Oh, be not weary in well-doing.”11

      My prayer is that the truth of God’s pleasure in public justice will inspire many in our day to take up the mantle of William Wilberforce and wear it into the battle against the manifold injustices of our day around the world. Few of these injustices will give way before brief spurts of outrage. It will take a deep commitment, like Wilberforce’s. May the vision of God’s passion for the obedience of faith and for public justice in an unbelieving society sustain our passion until Jesus comes and establishes his kingdom of justice and peace once for all. Then “justice will roll down like waters, / and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24).

      Until then, the followers of Christ, as a band of sojourners and exiles (1 Pet. 2:11) whose kingdom is not of this earth (John 18:36), renounce all uses of political force to establish the Christian religion.12 We bear witness to biblical truth wherever we can. We seek to rescue the perishing with gospel proclamation. And we stand up for justice, even where it is only a tragic, unbelieving shell and vestige of God’s design.

      Where All the Pleasures of God Are Leading

      All the pleasures of God that we have seen in this book are leading irrevocably to a kingdom at the coming of Christ where disobedience and unbelief will be no more. God will reign in righteousness and justice and peace, and all of life will magnify his glory through the obedience of faith and joy.

      
        	God’s pleasure in his Son is leading to the kingdom of obedience because God wills to conform all its inhabitants to the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29).

        	God’s pleasure in his sovereign freedom is leading to the kingdom of obedience because he will omnipotently cause us to walk in his statutes and observe all his ordinances (Ezek. 36:27).

        	God’s pleasure in creation is leading to the kingdom of obedience because creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; creation itself will mirror the majesty of God perfectly when the world is filled with righteousness and faith (Rom. 8:19–22).

        	God’s pleasure in his fame is leading to the kingdom of obedience because he has an awesome passion to remove the reproach of his name that comes from our transgression (Isa. 48:9–11; Ezek. 36:22–23).

        	God’s pleasure in election is leading to the kingdom of obedience because he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world “that we should be holy and blameless before him in love” (Eph. 1:4).

        	God’s pleasure in bruising the Son is leading to the kingdom of obedience because Christ died for the church “that he might sanctify her . . . and present the church to himself in glory without spot or wrinkle, or any such thing” (Eph. 5:25–27; cf. Titus 2:14; Heb. 10:10).

        	God’s pleasure in those who hope in his love is leading to the kingdom of obedience because the internal light of hope shines brightest in the external rays of righteousness and love (Col. 1:4–5; Heb. 10:34–36).

        	God’s pleasure in the prayers of the upright is leading to the kingdom of obedience because the sum of every prayer is “Hallowed be your name; your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:9–10).

      

    

    
      
        1  To be precise, it is true that hoping in God and praying to God are both acts of obedience. We are commanded to hope (Ps. 42:5), and we are commanded to pray (Matt. 6:9). So when we hope and pray, we are obeying those commands. So the division between this chapter (on obedience) and the preceding two (on hope and prayer) is porous. The focus here is on the wider reality of obedience in every area of life, especially the more visible, public expressions of obedience.

      

      
        2  A brief note might be helpful concerning the difference between the way God relates to his earthly people in the Old Testament and the way he relates to the church today. Notice that the text says, “I will punish what Amalek did.” God is the actor here in the condemnation and destruction of the Amalekites. Israel is the earthly, political, military instrument in his hand. God is just and has rights to punish sinners on the earth. That he sweeps away a whole people, including the children, is part of the corporate judgment on them for the condition of their hearts as manifest in their lives. We should not assume that the death of the children is their final destiny. I would make the case that when God takes the life of infants, which he does by the hundreds every day (all life is in his hands, James 4:15), there is a principle of public justice seen in Rom. 1:20 that implies God will not condemn anyone who has no access to the truth of God—for example because of the absence of their own mental capacities. (We have addressed this many times at Desiring God. See, for example, “Why Do You Believe That Infants Who Die Go to Heaven?,” Desiring God, January 30, 200, interview, https://www.desiringgod.org/.) But the main point here is that in the Old Testament, God made his earthly people, as a political and military entity, the instrument of his earthly judgments. With the coming of Christ, God no longer relates to his people this way in the present age of the church. The church is not an ethnic, political, military entity. It is a pilgrim people made up of exiles from all nations. The weapons of our warfare are not physical but spiritual (2 Cor. 10:4). Christ will again wage war on the earth but only after he himself returns in person. Until then, his church is not called to advance his kingdom by force.

      

      
        3  Just a brief word in passing about this divine “repentance.” Samuel says in 1 Sam. 15:29 (eighteen verses after saying that God repented) that “the Glory of Israel will not lie or repent; for he is not a man, that he should repent.” I take this to mean that the repenting that God does (for example, in 15:11) is not like the repenting man does. In fact, it is so different that in one sense it is not a repenting at all, as 15:29 says (God does not repent). It is not based on ignorance or deceit. The repenting of God is the turning of his heart in a new direction but not one that was unforeseen or unplanned. God does not repent or change his mind because he is caught off guard by some turn of events. That would indeed be like man. But the Glory of Israel (a reference to God) is not a man that he should repent. When the Bible says that God repents, it means that he expresses a different attitude about something than he expressed before not because any turn of events was unexpected but because the turn of events makes it fitting to express a different attitude now due to a change of circumstances.

      

      
        4  “He has said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’ Hence, we can confidently say, ‘The Lord is my helper, / I will not be afraid; / what can man do to me?’” (Heb. 13:5–6).

      

      
        5  See John Piper, What Is Saving Faith? Reflections on Receiving Christ as a Treasure (Crossway, 2022), and Future Grace: The Purifying Power of the Promises of God (Multnomah Books, 2012). Both of these books seek to show why the nature of faith is such that it must bring forth fruit. They show why this fruit of obedience can therefore be spoken of in the Bible as the prerequisite of final salvation, even though justification is by faith alone apart from works. The faith that alone justifies never remains alone. In these works I try to explain the dynamics of why justifying faith is also sanctifying faith.

      

      
        6  The Lord Jesus said this same thing to Paul on the Damascus road: “I send you to open the eyes [of the Gentiles], that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:17–18).

      

      
        7  Martin Luther, The Freedom of a Christian, in Three Treatises (Fortress, 1960), 284–85.

      

      
        8  Jesus pushes this image all the way in John 6:53: “So Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.’” I take the meaning of these images to be this: Jesus wants to be the satisfaction of our deepest hunger and thirst. So coming to him for this satisfaction is like eating and drinking the life-giving food that is offered to us freely through his broken body and shed blood. Additional evidence that we are on the right track in equating coming to Jesus for satisfaction with faith is found in John 7:37–38: “Jesus stood up and proclaimed, ‘If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, as the Scripture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.”’” See also John 6:64–65 for the equating of coming to Jesus and believing on Jesus.

      

      
        9  Henry Scougal represents a great Christian tradition in seeing faith in terms of the satisfaction of the soul in spiritual beauties. He says, “The root of the divine life [in the human soul] is faith. . . . Faith hath the same place in the divine life, which sense hath in the natural, being indeed nothing else but a kind of sense, or feeling persuasion of spiritual things.” The Life of God in the Soul of Man (Sprinkle Publications, 1986), 46 (italics added).

        Jonathan Edwards is part of the tradition too. And he shows that the tradition has its roots firmly in Scripture in his essay, “Concerning Faith,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 2 vols. (Banner of Truth, 1974), 2:578–95. He says that faith “is a belief of the truth, from a spiritual taste and relish of what is excellent and divine” (578). He notes that “love

        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

      
        
      

    

  
    
      Table of Contents

      
        	Cover

        	Newsletter Signup

        	Other Crossway Books

        	Title Page

        	Copyright

        	Dedication

        	Contents

        	Publisher’s Preface

        	Preface

        	Introduction

        	1 The Pleasure of God in His Son

        	2 The Pleasure of God in All He Does

        	3 The Pleasure of God in His Creation

        	4 The Pleasure of God in His Fame

        	5 The Pleasure of God in Election

        	6 The Pleasure of God in Bruising the Son

        	7 The Pleasure of God in Doing Good to All Who Hope in Him

        	8 The Pleasure of God in the Prayers of the Upright

        	9 The Pleasure of God in Personal Obedience and Public Justice

        	Epilogue

        	Acknowledgments

        	Name Index

        	Subject Index

        	Scripture Index

      

    
  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        Table of Contents
      

      	
        Start of Content
      

    

  
cover/9781433595943.MAIN.jpg





