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At the surface, this passage is about war. Yet there is something much more 

significant that drives this whole discussion of how Israel was to war against 

their enemies as they took possession of the Promised Land.  

 

Aim:  

a. Yearn for the supremacy of God 

b. Gripped by the fear of God 

c. Sobered by the severity of your own sin 

d. Rejoice in and deeply treasure the grace of the gospel of Jesus  

 

God’s supremacy is an assured victory for those who trust in Him and a 

terrifying judgment to His enemies.  

 

We are going to see through the lens of Israel’s warfare, 3 facets of the 

supremacy of God: 

 

1. God is supreme in the victory of those who trust in Him (vs. 1-9). 

 

[vs. 1-4] 

 

Israel is about to come against armies who were not only greater in 

size but equipped with horses and chariots—a major advantage in 

those days. And God is preparing them to not be overcome by fear. 

Five times he expresses this message: “do not be afraid of them…do 

not be fainthearted. Do not be afraid, or panic, or tremble before 

them…” (vs. 1,3). Do not let your hearts be driven by what you see.   

 

How are they not going to be overcome with fear? That answer is 

given twice at the end of vs. 1 and again in vs. 4: “…the Lord your 

God who brought you up out of the land of Egypt, is with you….for 

the Lord your God is the one who goes with you, to fight for you 

against your enemies to save you.”  

 

The assurance of God’s presence alone should be enough to 

neutralize the paralysis of their fear. This is the God who brought 

them out of the land of Egypt with miraculous signs and wonders. He 

is the one who will fight for them as they trust in Him.  

 

There are a lot of factors that go into winning a war. Things like 

military strength and size, strategy, technology, terrain, weather, etc. 

But not so in ancient Israel; they only had one factor to consider—

God! The sovereign Lord who has supremacy over all the earth was 

their only concern. If they had God in His supremacy, they must win. 

But failing to trust in Him would leave them to their own strength 

and certain failure.  

 

That is why they must not give in to fear. Fear is detrimental to 

trusting in God. Rather they must have faith which is the key to 

trusting in God to win the battle for them. And that was all they 

needed.  

 

Do you understand how significant this is? Just imagine what would 

happen if a nation could gain control of the weather. If they could 

control rain, temperature, tsunamis, droughts, floods, earthquakes, 

and tornados, even the strength of the United States military would 

be nothing in comparison. A military can’t stop a tornado. Israel’s 

God controls the weather—the only God who has an exemption to 

the laws of nature because He is over them. They don’t have horses 

and chariots; they don’t have large #’s, advanced military training, or 

the latest technology—they have the sovereign God who is supreme 

over the universe  

 

In fact, so assured was Israel’s victory as they trusted in the Lord, 

they that they could afford to decrease the size of their army and 

send home those who had domestic affairs to attend to. [vs. 5-8] 

 

Of these 4 exemptions from military service, the first 3 are 

mentioned in Dt 28:30 as consequences of disobedience to the Lord: 

“You shall betroth a wife but another man shall violate her; you 

shall build a house, but you will not live in it; you shall plant a 



vineyard, but you will not use its fruit”—it’s a picture of defeat for 

failing to trust and obey the Lord. But here in Dt 20 God’s victory is 

so sure that those who are fearful for such things are free to go home 

and tend to them.  

 

The final exemption from military service is given in [vs. 8]. In other words, 

if you are going to encourage fear and discourage faith, it would be better for 

you to just go home, because persistent fear is detrimental to faith which is 

the key to God’s favor for victory in the battle. Fear can be just as infectious 

as a critical spirit.  

 

It doesn’t take a war for the fainthearted to infiltrate the camp with fear. It 

could be something like a budget, a company shake-up, a ministry project, or 

a building expansion. There is a place for careful calculation but the question 

is this: do you add energy to fear for to faith?   

 

This passage is not just about war. As one commentator suggested, these 

verses are “pastoral instruction intended to instill [in them a] particular 

disposition toward their God.”
1
  

 

You need (I need) a disposition toward God that favors His supremacy. Our 

default setting toward life must be to trust in the Lord with confidence. If that 

is not your disposition, you need read…read…read the Bible (esp the OT) 

until you are convinced of the greatness of God.  

 

Most of us don’t saturate ourselves enough in the Bible. We don’t read 

enough to have our disposition changed. Recently I got a smart phone, but 

I’m still dumb with it. I’ve been trying to learn how to use it by 

experimenting with it rather than reading the instruction manual and 

goggling questions. My approach doesn’t work very well. But many of you 

have the same approach to your Christian life that I do to my phone. You 

experiment without true knowledge. You have a smart book, a book of 

wisdom that reveals who God is, but you haven’t read carefully enough to be 

overcome with the supremacy of God. (Read the OT asking, “who is God?”).  
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2. God is supreme in the exercise of mercy (vs. 10-15).  

 

[vs. 10-15] 

 

Notice, first of all, that by giving instructions and restrictions to Israel’s 

warfare, God is exercising supremacy over them and the nations they are 

encountering.  

 

We might say that in vs. 10-15, God is giving his people regulations for 

the normal conduct of warfare against their enemies in the Promised 

Land. What is notable about this passage in comparison to the normal 

practices of other nations of that day, is the level of restraint or mercy 

that God issues toward his enemies. Let me point out a couple examples.  

 

a. When they approached an enemy city, they were to offer it terms 

of peace (10). “Terms of peace” actually refers to terms of 

surrender in which they would become Israel’s servants. This 

was an exercise of mercy, because it preserved life rather than 

just attacking with no option but bloodshed.  

 

b. If the enemy city did not accept the terms of peace and resisted 

surrender, then they were to besiege it and kill only the men in 

battle. They were to preserve the lives of the women, children, 

and animals. This was an incredible contrast to their enemies 

who would slaughter pregnant women
2
 or the Assyrians would 

impale their captives on stakes and chain them together by hooks 

through the nose.
3
 But for God’s people, warfare still required a 

humane measure of mercy (cf. Dt 21).  

 

3. God is supreme in judgment over the nations (vs. 16-18).  

 

Now we arrive at the most difficult portion of Dt 20. We move beyond the 

normal conduct for war to the herem or ban that we previously saw in Dt 
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7. Herem is the Hebrew word which basically means “to devote to 

complete destruction.”  

[Vs. 16-18] 

 

The herem was only to be practiced in the Canaanite cities that God was 

giving to Is as an inheritance and it was an act of God’s judgment on the 

wickedness of those cities.  

 

This is God’s doing, not man’s. Remember, that God is the one doing the 

fighting in vs. 4. In Dt. 7:1-2(also about the herem) it says “When the Lord 

your God…clears away many nations before you…and when the Lord your 

God delivers them before you…You shall utterly destroy them.  This goes 

beyond normal (or even extreme) conduct for war. This is not a matter of 

genocide based on racial discrimination. This is God’s holy hand of 

judgment against sin.  

 

[Vs. 18] is the clue. These detestable acts included things like child-sacrifice, 

burning their own children in the fire to false gods (Dt 12:31). This is God’s 

hand of judgment coming against a population that has been saturated with 

wickedness. The only difference between the herem and Noah’s flood is that 

here God is bringing judgment through the agency of man—judgment by the 

sword. There have been many times when God has brought judgment swiftly 

against entire communities and that is precisely what is happening here. God 

is purging evil from the land so that His people will not be enticed and 

infested with such wickedness and His glory be defiled.  

 

GOSPEL 

Now we see how gracious God was in vs. 10-14, in normal war, allowing 

captives to live and be exposed to the true God of Israel. That any of God’s 

enemies should be spared swift judgment is remarkable grace. We know 

from Dt 9 that even Israel can’t presume upon God’s grace: “It is not for your 

righteousness or for the uprightness of heart that you are going to possess 

their land, but it is because of the wickedness of these nations that the Lord 

your God is driving them out before you” (5). 

 

What is it in our hearts that causes us to focus on how harsh the herem was 

rather than being overwhelmed by how generous God’s grace is to anyone 

who doesn’t come under the death-ban?  

 

If we read the hard judgment passages, like the herem, and don’t say, “that 

should have been me,” we don’t understand ourselves biblically; we don’t 

understand the holiness of God; and we will struggle to understand the glory 

of grace.  

 

The reality is that all sin is heinous before God. There is no balance of scales 

that weighs out what sin is worthy of judgment and what sin is acceptable. 

God is holy and sin is evil. All sin must come under judgment. Either we will 

bear that judgment in hell or we will come under the perfect refuge of Christ 

to bear God’s judgment for us.   

 

God’s wrath, portrayed in the herem, is what our sin deserves. But God in 

His grace has laid the severity of his wrath for our sin on Christ so that God’s 

love (though undeserved) may be lavished on us in all the favor and 

abundance of His blessing.  

Cast your sin on Jesus today. Don’t stand under the looming cloud of His judgment. 

Run into the refuge of Jesus be saved not only from hell, but reconciled, and adopted 

as an heir of God.   

May God grant us a deeper understanding of the depth and wretchedness of your sin 

in light of His perfect, all-consuming fire of holiness so that we may truly understand 

blessed richness of His grace and the joy it affords.  


