
A Stiff-Necked People
Deuteronomy 9:1-29

I appreciate expressions that seem to define themselves.  
Words and phrases that have an evident and obvious meaning all 
by themselves, not requiring any explanation.  We come across 
one of those expressions this morning, first in verse 6, “You are a 
stiff-necked people.”  The Lord himself describes the people of 
Israel with those words in verse 13, “I have seen this people, and 
indeed they are a stiff-necked people.”

We will see the same expression next week in chapter 10 
verse 16, with another image or analogy that we will study then:  
“Therefore circumcise the foreskin of your heart, and be stiff-
necked no longer.”

The basic idea is stubbornness.  Intractability.  Obstinate.  The 
idea is that you cannot be moved.  You will not budge.  You will 
not give up any ground, you will not back down from any decision 
you have made.  You will not admit any error on your part, nor 
change your mind about anything at all.  Stiff-necked.  Stubborn.

It’s a common judgment of God.  For example, to the exiles of 
Israel in,

2 Chron. 30:6  “Then the runners went throughout all Israel 
and Judah with the letters from the king and his leaders, and 
spoke according to the command of the king: “Children of Israel, 
return to the Lord God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel; then He will 
return to the remnant of you who have escaped from the hand of 
the kings of Assyria. 7 And do not be like your fathers and your 
brethren, who trespassed against the Lord God of their fathers, so 
that He gave them up to desolation, as you see. 8 Now do not be 
stiff-necked, as your fathers were, but yield yourselves to the 
Lord; and enter His sanctuary, which He has sanctified forever, 

and serve the Lord your God, that the fierceness of His wrath may 
turn away from you. 9 For if you return to the Lord, your brethren 
and your children will be treated with compassion by those who 
lead them captive, so that they may come back to this land; for 
the Lord your God is gracious and merciful, and will not turn His 
face from you if you return to Him.” 

And into the New Testament,
Acts 7:51 “You stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and 

ears! You always resist the Holy Spirit; as your fathers did, so do 
you. 52 Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? 
And they killed those who foretold the coming of the Just One, of 
whom you now have become the betrayers and murderers, 53 
who have received the law by the direction of angels and have 
not kept it.”

The Hebrew word has reference to the yoke that oxen would 
wear when they were laboring.  The idea was of a very heavy 
yoke, an oppressive yoke, and one that the animal could not 
overcome.  The expression came to mean not simply the inability 
to change course, but the stubborn unwillingness to do so!  So a 
stiff-necked person is defined as one unwilling to change, 
unwilling to repent, unwilling to admit wrong, unwilling to turn from 
wrong.  In other words, stubborn.  Hardened, and this same word 
is used when we read that God “hardened Pharaoh’s heart.”  

Stiff-necked and hard-hearted as synonymous.  It is a sin 
rightly confessed by Nehemiah on behalf of the people of Israel 
in,

Neh. 9:16 “But they and our fathers acted proudly, Hardened 
their necks, And did not heed Your commandments.  17 They 
refused to obey, And they were not mindful of Your wonders That 
You did among them.  But they hardened their necks, And in their 
rebellion They appointed a leader To return to their bondage.”
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Now, I emphasize all of that so that I can emphasize that God 
saves his people anyway!  

I. GOD SAVES HIS OWN PEOPLE.
And it is the contrast that gets all the emphasis, the contrast 

between our stubborn sinfulness and God’s marvelous grace.   
Even as Nehemiah’s prayer would make obvious, as I continue to 
read,

Neh. 9:17  “They refused to obey, And they were not mindful 
of Your wonders That You did among them.  But they hardened 
their necks, And in their rebellion They appointed a leader To 
return to their bondage.  But You are God, Ready to pardon, 
Gracious and merciful, Slow to anger, Abundant in kindness, And 
did not forsake them.”

So that’s where we are this morning.  Not in a passage in 
which God condemns his people for this sin of stubbornness.  Nor 
even a passage in which we read of God’s discipline upon the 
people for their sin.  Instead, the point is in the contrast.  You 
were stiff-necked.  But God is gracious.

God saves his people despite the fact that they were stiff-
necked.  That’s still true today, and I don’t know about you, but I’m 
glad for that.  

So, in this chapter that is all about salvation, what stands out 
in God’s own words is that,

A. God is more powerful than all his enemies.
v.1-2

Do you remember report of the 12 spies sent into the land of 
Canaan?

Num. 13:26  “Now they departed and came back to Moses 

and Aaron and all the congregation of the children of Israel in the 
Wilderness of Paran, at Kadesh; they brought back word to them 
and to all the congregation, and showed them the fruit of the land. 
27 Then they told him, and said: “We went to the land where you 
sent us. It truly flows with milk and honey, and this is its fruit. 28 
Nevertheless the people who dwell in the land are strong; the 
cities are fortified and very large; moreover we saw the 
descendants of Anak there. 29 The Amalekites dwell in the land of 
the South; the Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites dwell in 
the mountains; and the Canaanites dwell by the sea and along 
the banks of the Jordan.” 

Only two of the spies, Joshua and Caleb, were willing to enter 
the land.  The other 10 were afraid, for what they thought was 
good reason.  

Deut. 2:10  “The Emim had dwelt there in times past, a people 
as great and numerous and tall as the Anakim. 11 They were also 
regarded as giants, like the Anakim, but the Moabites call them 
Emim.”

But who cares?  God is more powerful than them all.  And so 
Moses’ words here in chapter 9 come to the people of Israel as a 
promise.  An encouragement.  He says to his people, “you will go 
in to those lands and disposes the people who live there, even 
though they are giants!”  Greater and mightier than yourself.  But 
God is more powerful.  And,

B. God executes perfect justice upon his enemies.
v.3
Such important language.  God is a consuming fire.  When 

you think of fire, think of power.  Think of unrestrained power.  
Think of destruction.

Think of California, with the fires that are raging this very day.  
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Millions of people without electrical power.  Thousands and 
thousands of acres burned, tens of thousands.  Tens of 
thousands of people evacuated, because when fire comes to your 
house, it consumes it!  You can’t fight it off.  You can’t resist it.

And we read in the Bible that God is a consuming fire!  That is 
often given as a warning to us, but here in Deuteronomy, it is for 
the encouragement of God’s people.  Because that consuming 
fire will consume their enemies!   He will destroy them and bring 
them down!

We’ve seen that promise before, of course.
Deut. 7:21  “You shall not be terrified of them; for the Lord your 

God, the great and awesome God, is among you. 22 And the Lord 
your God will drive out those nations before you little by little; you 
will be unable to destroy them at once, lest the beasts of the field 
become too numerous for you. 23 But the Lord your God will 
deliver them over to you, and will inflict defeat upon them until 
they are destroyed. 24 And He will deliver their kings into your 
hand, and you will destroy their name from under heaven; no one 
shall be able to stand against you until you have destroyed them.”

It won’t even be a difficult battle to win.
v.3  “…so you shall drive them out and destroy them quickly, 

as the Lord has said to you.”

That’s the promise.  That’s the hope.  That’s the confidence.  
God will save his own people.  And,

II. GOD WILL SAVE HIS OWN PEOPLE DESPITE THEIR 
SINFULNESS.

That’s why this chapter emphasizes the stubbornness and 
hard-heartedness of the people.  Because God saves despite the 
fact that,

A. God’s people are stiff-necked.
I’ve already introduced that subject to you.  They are stubborn 

and rebellious.  Look at the words used here in our text.
v.6

Stiff-necked.  Stubborn and unyielding.  Then notice that 
stubbornness makes itself known.  

v.7  “Remember! Do not forget how you provoked the Lord 
your God to wrath in the wilderness.”

How did they provoke the Lord?  They complained, bitterly, 
didn’t they.  They refused to trust, refused to believe.  For 
example,

Ex. 14:11 Then they said to Moses, “Because there were no 
graves in Egypt, have you taken us away to die in the wilderness? 
Why have you so dealt with us, to bring us up out of Egypt? 12 Is 
this not the word that we told you in Egypt, saying, ‘Let us alone 
that we may serve the Egyptians’? For it would have been better 
for us to serve the Egyptians than that we should die in the 
wilderness.”

God delivered them out of that land of bondage in Egypt, and 
the people complained that they wanted to go right back.

Then also at Mt. Sinai, or Horeb, where they received the ten 
commandments of the law.

v.8

Specifically, 
Ex. 32:1  “Now when the people saw that Moses delayed 

coming down from the mountain, the people gathered together to 
Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make us gods that shall go before 
us; for as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the 
land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.”  2 And 
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Aaron said to them, “Break off the golden earrings which are in 
the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring 
them to me.” 3 So all the people broke off the golden earrings 
which were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 And he 
received the gold from their hand, and he fashioned it with an 
engraving tool, and made a molded calf. Then they said, “This is 
your god, O Israel, that brought you out of the land of Egypt!”

They provoked the Lord to anger in their stubbornness.  And 
rebellion.  That’s what it was.

v.7b  “From the day that you departed from the land of Egypt 
until you came to this place, you have been rebellious against the 
Lord.”

Skip down to,
v.22-24

If you have footnotes in your Bibles, you can look up those 
references, but let me read one of them for you, Massah.

Ex. 17:1  “Then all the congregation of the children of Israel 
set out on their journey from the Wilderness of Sin, according to 
the commandment of the Lord, and camped in Rephidim; but 
there was no water for the people to drink. 2 Therefore the people 
contended with Moses, and said, “Give us water, that we may 
drink.”  So Moses said to them, “Why do you contend with me? 
Why do you tempt the Lord?”  3 And the people thirsted there for 
water, and the people complained against Moses, and said, “Why 
is it you have brought us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our 
children and our livestock with thirst?”…7 So he called the name 
of the place Massah and Meribah, because of the contention of 
the children of Israel, and because they tempted the Lord, saying, 
“Is the Lord among us or not?”

With that stubborn rebellion,

B. God’s people are repeatedly disobedient.
v.9-12

And also,
v.15-17

Repeatedly, immediately, deliberately, willfully disobedient.  
And, in fact, deserving his wrath and judgment.

C. God’s people deserve his wrath.
v.13-14

Very serious stuff.  Very understandable, isn’t it?  Very 
appropriate.  God is ready to “blot out their name from under 
heaven.”  And they would deserve it!  God would be just.

Now, let me stop at this point and make an obvious 
observation.  We have not yet come to what this chapter is all 
about!  So I can’t stop here.  I wasn’t about to stop here with the 
sermon today and then pick up next week with the other half of 
the chapter, because if this is all there is, and if I leave you 
thinking that this is all that there is, then truly the situation is 
completely and entirely hopeless.  God’s people are stiff-necked, 
stubborn and rebellious, and that’s as far as we go, then we miss 
the whole point.

I’ve already made clear that main point, and I will make it clear 
again.  God saves his own people, that’s what this chapter is all 
about.  Salvation.  Deliverance.  And God saves his own people 
despite their sinfulness.  That is certainly obvious enough.  But 
why?  Why does God save his own people?  And the answer to 
that question is what this chapter really is all about—the answer 
to that simple question, Why?
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III. God saves his people because of his grace.
Let me read and proclaim that to you first from the New 

Testament, then we will come back to Deuteronomy 9 to see how 
it is demonstrated in the history of this nation of Israel.  God 
saves his people because of his grace.  Lots of places to turn to 
explain that, but none clearer than,

Eph. 2:1  “And you He made alive, who were dead in 
trespasses and sins, 2 in which you once walked according to the 
course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the 
air, the spirit who now works in the sons of disobedience, 3 
among whom also we all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of 
our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and 
were by nature children of wrath, just as the others. 4 But God, 
who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He 
loved us, 5 even when we were dead in trespasses, made us 
alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), 6 and 
raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly 
places in Christ Jesus, 7 that in the ages to come He might show 
the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us in 
Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest 
anyone should boast. 10 For we are His workmanship, created in 
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that 
we should walk in them.”

Again, “because of His great love with which He loved us, 
even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together 
with Christ (by grace you have been saved).”  “For by grace you 
have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the 
gift of God, not of works, lest anyone should boast.”

Well, if you want to prove that, just look at Deuteronomy 9.  
God saves his people because of grace.  And what that means is 
that God’s people are,

A. An undeserving people.
Underserving is really a nice way of putting it, isn’t it?  We are 

truly undeserving of his mercy.  That is the very definition of 
grace.  What we deserve is his judgment.  What we deserve is 
nothing less than hell itself, condemnation.

So we are reminded of that in,
v.4

Many people do, in fact, think that way.  They think that their 
own righteousness is adequate, and acceptable.  They believe 
they will go to heaven because they have tried to lead a good life.  
They have done enough good works to make up for anything they 
might have done wrong.  And there are people who think that 
way.

Don’t ever think that way.  Don’t ever think that it is about you 
at all.  

v.4
Then, v.5

Then, to be sure that you are all clear about this, 
v.6

It’s not about you!  It’s not about your righteousness or your 
accomplishments.  You are stiff-necked.  You are sinful, fallen, by 
nature children of wrath.  Everyone of you, everyone of us.  

Rom. 3:22  “For there is no difference; 23 for all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God.”

Rom. 3:10 As it is written:  “There is none righteous, no, not 
one; 11 There is none who understands; There is none who seeks 
after God.  12 They have all turned aside; They have together 
become unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, not one.”
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Clear enough?  We are an undeserving people!  But look at 
what Moses does, clearly demonstrating the place that Jesus 
would ultimately possess.

B. A useful mediator.
Again, the emphasis is not upon Moses himself, as a man.  

But upon Moses as a type, and example of Jesus.
v.18-21

There is, of course, only,
1 Tim. 2:5   “…one Mediator between God and men, the Man 

Christ Jesus, 6 who gave Himself a ransom for all, to be testified 
in due time.”

But here Moses shows us exactly what Jesus would do.  
v.21  “Then I took your sin, the calf which you had made, and 

burned it with fire and crushed it and ground it very small, until it 
was as fine as dust; and I threw its dust into the brook that 
descended from the mountain.”

Ps. 103:12  “As far as the east is from the west, So far has He 
removed our transgressions from us.”

Micah 7:18  “Who is a God like You, Pardoning iniquity And 
passing over the transgression of the remnant of His heritage?  
He does not retain His anger forever, Because He delights in 
mercy.  19 He will again have compassion on us, And will subdue 
our iniquities.  You will cast all our sins Into the depths of the sea.”

Moses’ work as a mediator continued,
v.25-26

And then, the final climax in this message about God’s grace.  
Grace is a gift, and that gift is defined by God’s own promise.  

And so it is that the reason God saves his own people is that,

C. God remembers his covenant promises.
His own covenant promises.
v.27-29

God made a promise to Abraham.  And through him to Isaac 
and Jacob.  Through them he has made that promise to all his 
elect, to us.  I will be your God and you will be my people.  That is 
the promise.  I will save you from your sins.  Despite the fact that 
you, yourselves, are a stiff-necked people.

Eph. 2:8  “For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest 
anyone should boast.”
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