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We are nearing the end of our study of Deuteronomy and as we come to 

chapter 31the Israelites find themselves in the midst of a crucial time of 

transition. As Moses passes the baton of leadership to Joshua just before they 

enter the Promise Land, he pauses to encourage the people to keep their eyes 

on the Lord.  

Certainly all of us have had the experience of God pressing us into 

extraordinary circumstances that require us to trust in Him. One of the key 

lessons we are going to discover in Deut. 31 is that… 

When God calls us to extraordinary feats, we must overcome fear with 

courage by fixing our confidence on God’s unfailing presence. 

In Deut. 31, we are going to see 4 needs that rise to the surface when God 

presses His people into extraordinary circumstances:  

1. We need our hope fixed on God (Deut. 31:1-6). 

The Israelites find themselves pressed into a challenging situation. 

Moses has been their strong and stable leader for more than 40 years 

but now he is about to die. The nation is about to go through a major 

transition of leadership just as they are on the brink of the Promised 

Land. There was no way around it, God had ordered that Moses 

would not enter the Land of Canaan with them. To add to the 

intensity of the situation, crossing the Jordan River meant that they 

faced certain and imminent prospects of war.  

So Moses gives the people multiple reasons to anchor their hope in 

the Lord. First, He reminds them that God Himself will cross the 

river ahead of them as their victorious warrior. God Himself would 

overcome their enemies [3ab, 5a].  

Secondly, He reassures the people that Joshua, their military general, 

would lead them into the land as God’s chosen man [3c]. Finally, He 

reminds them that they have a historical record of God’s faithfulness 

in overcoming the Amorite kings of Sihon and Og (vs. 4). Deut. 3:11 

reminds us that Og was the last of the giants of Rephaim, yet God 

gave him into the hands of the inexperienced civilian army of Israel.  

This is one of the ways you fight for faith; you hold on to what you 

know to be true and reason on the basis of those truths.
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And so Moses encourages the people in [vs. 6]. In essence Moses is 

saying fix your hope on God. Don’t lose sight of the fact that it is 

God Himself who has brought you this far and He will continue to be 

faithful to His promise—He will not fail you or forsake you! He is 

with you! If you know who God is, the promise of His presence 

endows you with courage to overcome your fear of people and 

obstacles.   

How quickly we lose sight of the hope and power of God’s presence. 

How easy it is to lose a Godward focus and give in to fear and panic.  

In his book, Spiritual Depression, Lloyd-Jones says, “Faith is a 

refusal to panic….Faith is a refusal to panic, come what may….The 

first thing I must do when I find myself in a difficult position is to 

refuse to allow myself to be controlled by the situation.”
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 How? By 

clinging to what I know is true about God. In other words, we have 

to go to war against our unbelief. We must fight fear and unbelief 

like an intruder in our home. We fight with the sword of truth.  

2. We need a leader to model faith in God (Deut. 31:7-8, 23]. 

 

In vss. 7-8, Moses publically commissions Joshua to lead the people 

into the Promised Land as their new leader. Put yourself in Joshua’s 

shoes. The people have been under Moses’ leadership for 40 years—

a man who met with God face to face and conveyed God’s will and 

manifested God’s power before the people—those are big shoes to 

fill! The people have a track record of grumbling and rebelling 

against God and their leader. Furthermore, Joshua has become fully 

aware of the serious reality of both God’s grace and judgment. It’s 
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no wonder that Moses exhorts Joshua to “be strong and courageous” 

(vs. 7). But where will Joshua’s strength and courage come from? 

(vs. 8). Joshua is to defy all fear by standing in the unfailing presence 

of God. There could be no greater promise—God is with you!  

 

[Immanuel] 

 

Notice that Joshua is given the same exhortation as the people in vs. 

6. He is called to model the very faith in God that they need in the 

midst of tumultuous times. Of all the things that Moses could have 

said to Joshua at this crucial time of passing the baton of leadership, 

he understood that the most important was for Joshua to fear God 

above all and never allow his enemies or obstacles to appear greater 

than his God.  

By the way, we can learn a few things from God’s choice of Joshua. 

We know from Numbers 14 that Joshua was already an unwavering 

man of faith. Of all the spies that had gone into the land, only Joshua 

and Caleb trusted God to overcome their enemies. Joshua was a 

God-centered man of faith and obedience who was willing to stand 

against the mainstream of unbelief and follow God regardless of how 

threatening things appeared from a human perspective.  

Furthermore, we know from Num. 27:18 that Joshua was a man in 

whom the Spirit dwelled and Deut. 34:9 identified him as a man full 

of wisdom.  

For decades Joshua had worked alongside Moses as a military leader 

and learned from his very first battle with the Amalekites that God 

was ultimately the one who fought for them and gave them success 

as Moses held up his hands to the Lord.  

Joshua had been mentored, and groomed for this role. The man God 

chose is the man God prepared. And now as he was called to lead the 

nation through many more battles in taking possession of the 

Promised Land, His primary responsibility was to lead the people by 

modeling strong faith in the greatness of God.  

We need men like that at the helm of the church today…Humble 

men, of full of wisdom, full of faith, experienced, God-centered, 

unwavering in their resolve to follow the Lord, full of the Holy 

Spirit.  

3. We need the Word of God to infuse the fear of God into our 

hearts [Deut. 31:9-13, 24-26].   

Moses entrusted a written copy of the law to the priests and elders, 

instructing them to publically read the law to the entire nation every 

7 years. Of course this was not the only time the Scriptures were to 

be rehearsed. Back in chapter 6 we discovered that it was the 

responsibility of parents to daily teach and apply the words of God in 

their home in the midst of family life so that children would learn to 

love the Lord.  

Yet take note of the purpose Moses gave in [vs. 12 & 13] for the 

public reading of Scripture. There is a sequence of proper responses 

to the Word of God: “hear…learn…fear…obey” (observe; follow 

carefully). 

� Hear � to have an attentive ear; to give attention to 

� Learn � requires a teachable spirit; not only understanding 

the Word intellectually but being will to let it shape us 

� Fear � to have a reverent attitude toward God; giving Him 

His proper place of supremacy and taking everything He 

says with utmost importance.  

� Observe� an inclination to obey; bring our lives into 

conformity to God’s word.  

You will not live an honorable life of obedience unless you have the 

fear of God; You will not have the fear God unless you learn the 

word of God; and you will not learn the word of God if you do not 

give ear to hear the word of God.  

Of these four responses, I’m going to suggest that the most crucial of 

these four is to fear the Lord. Vs. 13 clarifies that the purpose for 

hearing and learning is “to learn to fear the Lord your God.” Also, 

notice that in vs. 13, obedience is not reiterated like the other three; 



not because it lacks importance but because it is not the primary 

focus. You may say, but isn’t obedience the ultimate aim? I would 

say no, obedience is the fruit. The ultimate aim is a proper 

disposition of your heart before God (i.e. fear of the Lord). The 

greatest battle you face is not with your behaviors but with your 

heart. (Adult Sunday School). 

[Pray: Father, I pray that you would give every person here a hunger 

and desire for absorb Your Word; like Jeremiah who said, “Your 

words were found and I ate them, and Your words became to me a 

joy and the delight of my heart” (15:16). Oh Father, give us a 

teachable spirit, to learn Your word and allow it to shape what we 

think and believe and value. By the power of Your Spirit infuse our 

hearts with the fear of God, to give You Your proper place of 

supremacy, reverence, and joy in our lives so that we may overflow 

with the fruit of radical, love-saturated, faith-filled obedience]  

4. We need to know that people (including ourselves) are fickle—

prone to unfaithfulness [Deut. 31:14-22, 27-29].  

In vs. 16, the Lord tells Moses that after he dies, the people will once 

again forsake the Lord and prostitute themselves to idols.  

[vs. 17-18] Take note of the tragic contrast between vs. 17 and what 

we saw back in vs. 6 & 8. Here God will forsake His people because 

they have broken the covenant and turned to false gods yet in vs. 6 & 

8 Moses said that God would not fail them or forsake them. This is 

not a contradiction. It is a very different scenario. The scenario of vs. 

6 &8 is one in which the people are trusting in the Lord and they will 

find God to be absolutely true and faithful to the blessings of the 

covenant—“when you trust in the Lord He will not forsake you—He 

will not let you down.”  

But in vs. 16 &17, the people have forsaken God and broken His 

covenant by giving themselves to other gods and so they will find 

God faithful to all the curses of the covenant (Deut. 27-28). God will 

withdraw the favor of His presence as discipline and when He does 

“the inevitable result is that disaster would fall upon them at every 

turn.”
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Yet, God in His grace instructs Moses to write a song in vs. 19; A 

song that would be a witness to testify against them in their times of 

waywardness. He chose a song because they would remember the 

song even when they had forgotten God; and rather than leaving 

them to their waywardness, God would use this song to convict them 

of their sin.  

How is it that Israel would turn away from God in all His greatness 

and grace? According to vs. 20 they would grow susceptible to 

idolatry in their prosperity. [vs. 20]  There is such powerful 

temptation in times of prosperity to see ourselves as self-sufficient 

and lose sight of our need for God. Oh, how necessary are the trials 

of life to keep us tethered to the sufficiency of God’s grace. 

Now let me stop you in your tracks. Before God even brings them 

into the promised land, He knows that already their hearts are 

inclined to turn away from Him. [vs. 21] Their unfaithfulness will 

not take God by surprise. We know from vs. 27 that their rebellion 

and stubbornness is not far from the surface. Yet God in His 

faithfulness graciously prepares in advance a song for their fickle 

hearts.   

What intent are you developing in your heart today? What we see in 

the Israelites is not exceptional. It is a portrait of the human heart. 

Their hearts were fickle—our hearts are fickle.  

Their hearts were drawn to idolatry—our hearts are drawn to idolatry. 

Their hearts were rebellious and stubborn—our hearts are rebellious 

and stubborn.  

 

God gave the Israelites a song of truth to bring them back to grace. 

To us God have His Son who is the fullness of grace and truth. 

Through the cross, He not only anticipated our sin, He made the 

necessary payment to give us a new heart.  
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Oh Lord, incline our hearts to fear Your name!  

What we see in Deut. 31 is just a foretaste of our need for Jesus.  

We need Him as Immanuel, God with us.  

We need His cross and His Spirit to turn our hearts to God in full 

surrender and trust.  

If you have not yielded your life to Jesus Christ, God’s face is hidden 

from you. But in Him and through Him your sin and guilt is replaced 

with forgiveness and righteousness and God’s wrath is replaced with 

favor.  

 


