Unchanging Truth in Uncertain Times #3

“Standing on the Promises”
Selected Scriptures

“Standing on the Promises” has been a favorite hymn for many years. As we consider unchanging truth in uncertain times, I think the second verse is especially relevant:

Standing on the promises that cannot fail

When the howling storms of doubt and fear assail

By the living Word of God I shall prevail

Standing on the promises of God.

God’s Word is a veritable storehouse of promises—over seven thousand of them.
 (I have seen that number as high as forty thousand,
 but I have not verified that!) Not empty hopes and dreams, not just nice-sounding, eloquently worded thoughts that make you feel warm all over, but promises. Verbal guarantees in writing, signed by the Creator Himself, in which He declares He will do or will refrain from doing specific things.

In a world of liars, cheats, deceivers, and con artists, isn’t it a relief to know there is Someone you can trust? If He said it, you can count on it. Unlike the rhetoric of politicians who promise anybody anything they want to hear to get elected, what God says, God does.

Speaking of politicians and promises, who would you consider to be the best President of the United States? I’m sure that our views would be biased by our political preferences, but if we were to poll a number of historians, some similar names would show up: George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt. One that might surprise you, though, is James Knox Polk, the eleventh President of the United States. In one ranking by historians, he was listed fifth; in another, tenth.
 In the latter, one historian wrote, “James Polk was the most successful one-term president the United States has known. He was a brilliant politician and an outstanding commander-in-chief whose hallmark was setting goals and accomplishing them.” One website states, “James K. Polk was the most successful president in American history.” Why? “Polk fulfilled all his campaign promises. During his administration Polk acquired California from Mexico, settled the Oregon dispute, lowered tariffs, established a sub-treasury, and retired from office after one term.”
 In fact, Polk was the first in history to voluntarily serve just one term in office.

Imagine that…a politician that kept his promises!

We have something even better…a God who keeps His promises!

The words “promise”, “promises”, and “promised” appear 222 times in the niv, fourteen times in Psalm 119 alone. Throughout Scripture we are assured that God keeps His promises. Consider Numbers 23:19, “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?” In Joshua 21:45 we read, “Not one of all the Lord’s good promises to the house of Israel failed; every one was fulfilled.” Joshua repeats this in Joshua 23:14-15, “Now I am about to go the way of all the earth. You know with all your heart and soul that not one of all the good promises the Lord your God gave you has failed. Every promise has been fulfilled; not one has failed.” Psalm 145:13 states, “The Lord is faithful to all his promises and loving toward all he has made.” And in 2 Corinthians 1:20 Paul writes, “For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ. And so through him the ‘Amen’ is spoken by us to the glory of God.”

But, are all the thousands of promises in Scripture ours to claim? I mean, am I free to choose any one of them and believe it’s for me—here in my situation—today? Is “every promise in the Book” really mine, like that little chorus you and I were taught in Sunday school?

Much as I hate to disappoint you, I must tell you that even though those words were written with great sincerity, they lack veracity. Think, before you pick up stones to stone me. Many—dare I say most?—of the scriptural promises are ours to claim. But all? Hardly. To claim “every promise in the Book” could be disillusioning at best, disastrous at worst.
 Sometimes it can be difficult to determine how to properly respond to God’s awesome assurances.

Within the Bible we find three kinds of promises from God. The first I am calling confined promises because they are confined to a specific situation in time. Then there are covenantal promises that are unconditional in nature. They are not dependent upon mankind to do anything; God will honor His Word. The third category I am calling conditional promises, in which God has promised to do certain things if specified conditions are met first.

God’s Confined Promises

First we have God’s confined promises. Some promises are uniquely historical in nature. They were made to specific individuals in a particular era and fit only that unique combination. Take Genesis 6:3, for example: “My Spirit shall not strive with man forever, because he also is flesh; nevertheless his days shall be one hundred and twenty years.” Here God tells Noah how much time would elapse before the flood would come.

Frightening words. True words. Words an evangelist could use to get any number of people scared into the Kingdom. Could…but shouldn’t. Why? Because that doomsday promise was given specifically to Noah, having to do with the flood that was to cover the earth—and, in fact, did. The context of that promise was altogether unique. God not only warned the people; He fulfilled His word. The deluge finally came, exactly 120 years after the Lord’s promise.

Another example? Well, how about this one? “…your wife shall have a son.” I can just see some well-meaning husband “claiming the promise” of Genesis 18:10. After all, “It’s in the Book!” He and his wife could get so excited, they’d be tempted to paint the nursery blue and throw a “we’re pregnant” party. Could…but shouldn’t.

God made these promises to specific people living in particular circumstances for explicit purposes. These promises are definitely not “one size fits all.” If you try to “claim” these promises for yourself, you’re headed for trouble.
Another example is found in Acts 1:4-5. The resurrected Jesus told His disciples to wait in Jerusalem “for the promise of the Father” and that as they did, they would “be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” It would be foolish for you to travel to Jerusalem and wait there to receive this promise, since Jesus already fulfilled it that first Pentecost. Today, the Spirit baptizes every believer into the body of Christ and takes up residence within at the very moment that person trusts in Christ. Jesus gave this promise to a specific group of people at a particular time for an explicit purpose; it isn’t for anyone else to “claim.”

Why make such a big deal of all this? Because there are numerous sincere, pure-hearted, trusting people in the body of Christ who latch onto such promises, build there hopes high, only to suffer great pain months later in the backwash of disillusionment. Historically unique promises are delightful to study, but inappropriate if we are try to push those round pegs into our square holes.

God’s Covenantal Promises

The second category is God’s covenantal promises. These are also called “God’s unconditional promises” that require nothing on man’s part to be fulfilled. God will fulfill these promises because He has pledged to fulfill them. Nothing anyone does can alter His commitment or change His plans. He will keep these promises, not because of anything we do, but because of His own faithfulness.

Covenants were popular in the ancient world, and several different kinds of covenants existed. In the Old Testament we see some between individuals while others between nations. There are also several divine covenants, which you could call contracts or agreements between God and people. After the great flood, God made a covenant with Noah in Genesis 9:8-16,

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him: “I now establish my covenant with you and with your descendants after you and with every living creature that was with you—the birds, the livestock and all the wild animals, all those that came out of the ark with you—every living creature on earth. I establish my covenant with you: Never again will all life be cut off by the waters of a flood; never again will there be a flood to destroy the earth.” 

And God said, “This is the sign of the covenant I am making between me and you and every living creature with you, a covenant for all generations to come: I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and the earth. Whenever I bring clouds over the earth and the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will remember my covenant between me and you and all living creatures of every kind. Never again will the waters become a flood to destroy all life. Whenever the rainbow appears in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth.”

Noah and his descendants did not have to do anything for this covenant promise to be kept. God made the promise and would fulfill the promise. It is a straightforward guarantee that contained no stipulations. 

Another is seen in the Lord’s first encounter with Abram in Genesis 12:3-8, when God established an unconditional covenant with him. 

I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.

These promises did not contain if/then statements (the significance of which we will see shortly). They were simple declarations of what God pledged to do.

The God of the Bible is unchangeable in His unconditional promises and moral obligations to which He has freely pledged himself. This may be called God’s “ethical immutability,” the faithfulness and reliability of God by which He is true to His word and unfailing in accomplishing what He has promised.

Another example of a covenantal promise is seen in Genesis 17, again made to Abraham. We read in verses 3-8,

God said to him, “As for me, this is my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations. No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations. I will make you very fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you. I will establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you. The whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be their God.”

Notice God’s opening words: “As for me, this is my covenant with you…” This qualifies as God’s covenantal promise, which He calls “everlasting” in verse seven. In this text, God pledges to be the protector of His people and the One who provides for their well-being and guarantees their future blessing.

However, the wording changes in verse 9: “As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come.” While God promises to keep His promises, there is a responsibility placed on man. (I believe this falls into a balanced view of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility.) God has kept—and will continue to keep—His promises, participation in this covenant was conditioned on obedience.

God’s Conditional Promises

This brings us to the third classification, God’s conditional promises. These are words of assurance offered to those who first fulfill their part of the arrangement. God promises that He will do such-and-such if (the condition) we will first do so-and-so. The promise is absolutely reliable, but it is linked to a condition. An example? You claim God’s promise to direct your steps…to lead you clearly into His will. After all, Proverbs 3:6 says, “He will make your paths straight,” plain and simple. “Since it’s in the Book, it’s mine to claim!”

Wait a minute. Not so fast. Check out the whole statement, which starts at the beginning of the previous verse (Proverbs 3:5-6): “Trust in the Lord with all your heart…do not lean on your own understanding…in all your ways acknowledge Him (our part), and He will make your paths straight” (God’s promise).
 Almost every promise of God in the Scriptures is a conditional promise and we have no right to appropriate any one of them unto ourselves unless we are fulfilling its conditions.

Texts like Philippians 4:19, Psalm 37:4, and others contain conditional promises; to receive the benefit offered, we have to meet some condition. In Philippians 4:19 the condition is that we be in Christ; the believer must be living for Him and in total submission to His will. The same holds true for “delighting” in the Lord, as stated in Psalm 37:4. Clearly a relationship comes before a request.
 

That little, two-letter word, “if,” looms large in Scripture. Conditional promises mean that fulfillment by one party depends upon fulfillment by the other. These agreements usually include if/then statements: “If you do your part, then I will do my part.” When God settled the Israelites in the Promised Land, He established a conditional covenant with them in Deuteronomy 28:1-2: “If you fully obey the Lord your God and carefully keep all his commands that I am giving you today, the Lord your God will set you high above all the nations of the world. You will experience all these blessings if you obey the Lord your God.” Conversely, He said in Deuteronomy 28:15, 20, “But if you refuse to listen to the Lord your God and do not obey all the commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will come and overwhelm you.” 

Turn to Jeremiah 18:7-10,

If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it.
Notice the “if…then” statements in this text. God’s promises and threats are conditioned on man’s actions.
 I mentioned this in our last study. At times in the Bible it appears that God changes His mind or direction. How can we reconcile that with the teaching that God does not change? 

Simple. From the beginning—actually before the beginning—God foresaw every contingency and planned accordingly. This is what is meant by “predestination.” God did not foreordain the choices people make; He predetermined the destiny of the choices people make. Did He know what our choices would be? Certainly. But He did not make our decisions for us. If that were the case, God would be responsible, even guilty, for every sinful decision ever made. 

In conditional promises, God essentially says, “If you do this, I will do this; but if you do that, I will do that.” So to say that God changed His mind or repented (meaning a change of direction) is not literally accurate. God’s promises never change; rather, they are conditioned on human behavior. Does that mean mankind holds God hostage? In Paul’s words, “God forbid!” God is always sovereign. He has all the bases covered. There is no “Plan B."

So what does this mean for us? God’s promises are unchanging truth in uncertain times. His ultimate promise is seen in 1 John 2:25, “And this is what he promised us—even eternal life.” Just as John 3:16 states, “For God so loved the world that he sent his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him will not perish, but have eternal life.”
Yet this will mean nothing to us if we do not do our part…if we do not fulfill our conditions. What are they? In John 3:16, we must believe in Jesus—trust Him, put faith in Him. In 2 Peter 3:9 we read, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”
For those who have repented from sin and trusted in Jesus, 2 Peter 1:3-4 tells us, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” Think about that: God has promised to give us everything we need for life and godliness! Everything we need! 

What is our response? In the words of 2 Corinthians 7:1, “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God.” God’s promises should never make us passive; we always have a responsibility. 

Above all, in these uncertain times we need to heed Hebrews 10:23, “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.”  Since God is unchanging and God’s promises are unchanging, we need to hold on to our hope in Him. Especially in these tumultuous times.

Regaining a hopeful outlook on life is not difficult or complicated. All it requires is a shift in focus. The challenge comes in focusing not on “the storm” but on the hope God has for us when we are tossed by the storm. Because of God’s faithfulness, hope anchored in His changeless character will hold. That is why meditating on God’s unfailing promises found in His unchanging Word will supply all the stability we will ever need.

So take your stand on the promises of God.
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