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July 6/7, 2013                

   

Thou Shalt Party at the Father’s House 
Deuteronomy 14:22-27 

Mark Mathewson, Theologian in Residence 

 

(Bryan Clark via video): Hey, everybody, our speaker this weekend is Mark Mathewson.  Mark has 

been with us about seven years, in a couple of different capacities.  He is married to Kim and has 

two great kids.  His current title is Theologian in Residence, which basically means he helps us 

wrestle with theological issues, worldview issues; he teaches a lot of classes, helps people in the 

body when they have questions, just a variety of things.  One of the things I really appreciate about 

Mark is all the way back when he was a PhD student at the university.  Typically the graduate 

students, especially the PhD students, they kind of disappear except showing up for services 

because they are so busy,  But the thing that defined Mark is, even when he was working on his 

doctorate, he was always willing to serve at the church, to teach a class, to help us out.  Mark has a 

passion for the local church, and it’s just been fun to have him of the team over the last few years.  

So I’m excited this weekend to find out what Mark’s favorite Old Testament story is. 

 

In recent years, you’ve undoubtedly encountered a cadre of academics and their zealous disciples 

known as the New Atheists.  Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, the late Christopher Hitchens, and 

their followers have aggressively attacked religion and religious believers as being irrational and 

crazy, even dangerous.  And it seems the focus of much of their ire is directed against Christianity. 

One of the criticisms that they frequently trot out is that the God of Christianity is this mean, angry 

God who has these oppressive rules that simply suck the enjoyment out of life.  No fun, no 

excitement, just drudgery.  The God of the Old Testament is especially brutal, hovering over people, 

eager for them to mess up so He can nail them.   

 

However disturbing that might be, I find it even more disturbing that, while we as Christians bristle 

at those kinds of attacks against our faith, many of us believe exactly the same thing that the New 

Atheist is preaching.  Through our talk and through our lives, we betray the fact that we actually 

think God is something like that.  He’s this angry God, just hovering over us with these oppressive 

rules, waiting for us to break that, so He can nail us.  There’s little talk among us of following Jesus 

as being something joyful, that we live in the presence of a God who wants us to enjoy Him and the 

good things He has given to us.  Well, is our God really like that?  Is the God of the Bible, the God 

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—our God—a mean and angry God, a God who just gives us these 

oppressive rules to make life un-enjoyable, not fun?  I want to return to that question in a little bit.    

 

I’m an incurable academic.  I love the life of scholarship.  I love to study and read and research, and 

write and teach.  In fact, my ideal day is spent in a library full of books, studying and reading, and 

then going home at night only to find more books to read—that’s how bad I have it.  And if there’s 

a cure for my condition, I would avoid it at all costs.  I simply love the life of academics.  But my 

love for learning has actually resulted in a lifelong passionate pursuit of three things.   

 

The first of those is truth and knowledge, particularly as it relates to the Christian faith.  I think that 

without truth and knowledge, Christianity is really nothing more than a myth, a fable, wishful 

thinking.  But because I believe that Christianity is true and we can know that, I think it is extremely 

important and valuable, and worth committing one’s life to.  I often tell people in classes that I 

teach, that ultimately the only reason one should accept Christianity is because it is true and we can 

know it.  I firmly believe that.   
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But my love for learning has driven me to a passionate pursuit of something else, and that is to 

understand God and His world better.  Now, beyond the mere fact that God and His world are 

infinitely fascinating, I’ve come to the conclusion that a correct understanding of God—in other 

words, correct theology—is vital for a correct relationship with this God, and to live my life 

appropriately.  I think back to something I memorized in a theology class long ago, a statement by 

an 18
th

 century Scottish preacher, John Dick, that sums up kind of how I have hoped to have lived 

my life.  John Dick wrote: 

 

To know this Mighty Being, as far as He may be known, is the noblest aim of the human 

understanding.  To love Him, the worthy exercise of our affections; to serve Him, the most 

delightful purpose to which we could devote our time and talents. 

 

There’s that connection between understanding and loving and serving this God.  A third passionate 

lifelong pursuit that my love for learning has driven me to is to challenge and help people, both non-

Christians and Christians, gain a correct understanding of who this God is.  Whether as an 

undergraduate or graduate student dialoging with my professors and fellow students, whether I had 

the opportunity as an instructor myself to teach philosophy courses at UNL or Wesleyan and 

Creighton, or whether addressing church groups or campus groups, being able to teach classes here 

or preach in weekend services, meet with individuals in my office or over a cup of coffee, I simply 

enjoy being able to help people use their minds to think correctly and deeply about this God whom 

we serve, in hopes that those who don’t have a relationship with Him will enter one, and those who 

do, will deepen their relationship with this God that we serve.   

 

Now, this brings us back to the question I raised earlier: about whether we serve a God who is mean 

and angry and oppressive, who sucks the joy out of life.  Because this morning I would like to 

challenge you and to help you think through this charge that the New Atheists level against our 

concept of God, whether He is a God who does take joy out of life.  And, if you’ll indulge me for a 

few moments this morning, I would like to lead us in a pursuit of the knowledge of the truth of the 

matter, to see if we can gain a correct understanding of this God whom we worship.  And maybe, 

just maybe, our understanding of God will significantly change how you relate to Him.   

 

Now, on the one hand, the New Atheists and others are right.  If God is as they portray Him to be, 

there doesn’t seem like much reason to want to have anything to do with Him.  As the late Dallas 

Willard said, “If your God is not joyous, you’d better head for cover.”  And he’s right.  But on the 

other hand, those who portray God as being this angry, mean, oppressive God who doesn’t want us 

to have fun and joy, simply don’t know this God, and they don’t know His written revelation of 

Himself.  There are scores of passages in the Old Testament—the very book that allegedly gives us 

this angry God—that portray God as a joyous being who wants us to experience joy and wants us to 

experience Him, a God of joy.  I love how the writer David Lamb, in his book God Behaving Badly, 

kind of summarizes some of the early laws, or commands, that God gave humans.  And in a 

humorous way Lamb writes, “My God commands me to have sex, to eat, and to rest.  Can your God 

beat that?”  We don’t often think of God like that! That He’s actually given us commands to enjoy 

life. 

 

Well, I would like to look at an Old Testament passage this morning that gives us a portrait of a 

God who is joyful, and who wants us to be joyful and to enjoy the things that He has given to us.  

When I was asked to speak on my favorite Old Testament story, I knew that this weekend’s text 

would be it.  Even though, if you have looked ahead you might be puzzled at this being a story, it’s 

not a story in the narrative sense like we have seen in the past weeks.  In fact, when my wife asked 
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me what I was going to be preaching on and I told her, she said, “Oh, you just have to be different, 

don’t you?” (laughter) Well, I don’t know about that and, while this isn’t a story in the narrative 

sense, this passage was part of Israel’s story.  More importantly, it’s part of God’s story.  And as I’ll 

explain later, this passage has become part of my story.   

 

So if you have a copy of the Scriptures with you this morning, please turn with me to my favorite 

Old Testament story, in the book of Deuteronomy, Deuteronomy 14.  Yes, we’re going to go to the 

Law and see my favorite Old Testament story.  Deuteronomy, Chapter 14; we’ll begin in verse 22.  

Now, we’re not going to have time to tease out all the details of the tithing system in ancient Israel.  

They had more than one tithe—there’s debate over just how many—but bare minimum, 20% at 

least a year was their tithe.  And this describes one of these tithes, the passage that we’re going to 

look at.  Deuteronomy 14, beginning in verse 22: 

 

Be sure to set aside a tenth of all that your fields produce each year.  Eat the tithe of 

your grain, new wine and olive oil, and the firstborn of your herds and flocks in the 

presence of Yahweh your God, at the place He will choose as a dwelling for His name, so 

that you may learn to revere Yahweh your God always.  But if that place is too distant, 

and you have been blessed by Yahweh your God and cannot carry your tithe (because 

the place where Yahweh will choose to put His name is so far away), then exchange your 

tithe for silver and take the silver with you, and go to the place Yahweh your God will 

choose.  Use the silver to buy whatever you like: cattle, sheep, wine or other fermented 

drink, or anything you wish.  Then you and your household shall eat there in the 

presence of Yahweh your God and rejoice.  And do not neglect the Levites living in your 

towns, for they have no allotment or inheritance of their own. (*NIV, Deuteronomy 14:22-27) 

 

Maybe you’re checking and making sure you actually brought your Bible with you this morning.  

Maybe you’ve never encountered that passage before, and I doubt many of us have read this in our 

daily devotions and meditated upon it, but it is quite shocking in light of what many people think 

God to be, and especially the God of the Old Testament, who gave this Law to these people.  It 

sounds like a pretty heavy-handed, mean, angry God here, doesn’t it?  These poor Israelites, being 

commanded to do this!  But nonetheless it’s here, and it gives us a portrayal, really, of a joyful God 

who wants His people to be joyful and enjoy the good things that He has given to them.  But you 

know, I think the passage is fairly straightforward, but it would do us some good to go through a 

little bit and get some details to really help enhance what we see here.   

 

Of course, each year the Israelites were to take a tenth of their produce from their land, and they 

were to travel to the temple.  This would be the place where God established His presence.  This 

was God’s house—the Father’s house—that they were to go to—again, representing the fact that 

God was the host, if you will, of this feast that they were to have.  After all, this tithe was to be 

presented to Him, and yet He turns it back over to them to enjoy.  Year after year they were to do 

this, with the exception of a couple of years in a seven-year cycle.  In the third and the sixth year, as 

verses 28 and following tell us, they are actually to take this tithe and store it in their town for the 

needy: for the orphan and the widow and the poor, and so forth, the Levites.  But other years, they 

were to take their goods to the temple and feast there.  There is no stipulation here as to when they 

were to go, but when we consider the situation, this law encouraged them to do this multiple times a 

year.  On average, the Hebrew family, a typical Hebrew family just producing at subsistence level, 

would have produced—as far as 10% of what they produced—would have required them little over 

a month to consume all of that.  And even if they used their produce to eat at the religious festivals 

that they were required to go to, that still wouldn’t have been enough time.  They would have had to 
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make private pilgrimages to Jerusalem in order to eat all the food that they had produced—just 10% 

of what they had produced.  So this wasn’t just a one-time thing.  Several times throughout the year 

they were going to the temple, or were commanded to, to celebrate and eat a feast in the presence of 

Yahweh their God.   

 

There’s an interesting qualification here that, if someone lived too far from Jerusalem and God had 

blessed them that they had so many goods that they couldn’t easily transport it to the temple to eat, 

the Law says you could sell that in your town, exchange it for money, and then you travel to the 

temple.  There you buy whatever you like for your feast.  Any clean meat is acceptable—cattle and 

sheep.  Wine, other strong drink, or anything else one wants—breads and vegetables and fruits—for 

this grand feast that they would eat in the presence of Yahweh their God.  Now again, in case you’re 

a bit concerned, there’s nothing in the Old Testament, the Bible itself, that forbids the appropriate 

use of alcohol.  What it does forbid is drunkenness.  And wine and other strong drink was seen to be 

a symbol of joy and of God’s provision.  But whatever they wanted, they were to eat and throw a 

party at the temple, at the Father’s house, simply to enjoy Him.  Again, wouldn’t it have been awful 

to be a Hebrew, and worship and serve this mean, nasty God who doesn’t want people to have fun 

and enjoy life?   

 

One other thing that they were to do and, by the way, it wasn’t the eating that brought joy.  It was 

the eating in the presence of Yahweh, because they would recognize, you’ll see in a minute, that He 

really was the provider of the feast.  But one other thing that they were to do that the text isn’t 

explicit about but it hints at, is that they were to bring others with them to enjoy their feast before 

Yahweh.  You see in verse 27, they weren’t to neglect the Levites in their town.  The Levites were a 

tribe that had priestly duties and they didn’t have land of their own.  And they were to invite them to 

enjoy this feast with them.  It’s also likely, given the fact that verses 28 and 29 talk about—in the 

third and sixth year—that they were to set aside these goods in their towns as a surplus for the poor, 

the orphan, the widow, the foreigner and so forth, that perhaps they were to invite those people too.  

So it wasn’t just me and my family, but I would invite a guest with me to enjoy God’s provision.   

 

Well, why did God want them to do this?  I think we see three reasons here in the text.  One is that 

God wanted them to learn to revere Him—in other words, to acknowledge their complete 

dependence upon Him.  This would be an acknowledgement that He is the provider of all that they 

have.  Without God, they wouldn’t have the land; they wouldn’t have these provisions, and it was a 

way to teach them of their dependence upon God, and celebrate His goodness as being Provider.   

 

But we’re also told, especially in verse 26, that they were to rejoice.  This was a time of joy, 

celebrating the joyous God that they served.  And so it was to be a party, a time of celebration— 

exalting this God who had been so generous to them. 

    

I think a third thing, again related to their inviting others to join them, was that God wanted them to 

reciprocate His generosity.  After all, God has been generous to them, not only in providing them 

with sustenance through the year, but when they bring their offering to Him, this tithe to Him, He 

turns it back over to them—100% of it—to enjoy.  What a generous God!  And God wants them, in 

turn, to be generous to others.  And so, when they invite the Levites, and again, perhaps the orphan 

and the widow, the foreigner, they are returning, in a sense, to reciprocating, God’s generosity. 

They are being generous with the things and the provisions that God has given them.  And so it’s a 

way for them to learn generosity with what God has given.   
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So this time of joy, and maybe we ought to just take a moment and distinguish between joy and 

hedonism.  This isn’t hedonism.  Hedonism is the view that the thing of ultimate value, the ultimate 

good, is pleasure.  Of course that is false.  I know, in the past, some Christian authors have tried to 

make a case for Christian hedonism.  It just won’t work; they are incompatible.  This is joy!  Joy is 

different.  Joy is a deep and pervasive sense of well-being.  It can include pleasure, but that’s not the 

ultimate goal.  And it is God who is the source of this deep and pervasive sense of well-being, and 

that is what they are celebrating.  And this is what the generous God has provided for them.  Again, 

not quite the picture that we get from the New Atheists, is it?   

 

Well, I mentioned earlier that, although this is part of Israel’s story—it is part of God’s story—that 

it has also become a part of my story.  It was about twenty years ago, I first encountered this text.  

Maybe I had read it before, but it never clicked with me.  But I was reading for the first time Dallas 

Willard’s book, The Spirit of the Disciplines, where he’s talking about celebration—the discipline 

of celebration—and it was the first time that I had actually heard this text discussed.  And it 

fascinated me.  I didn’t quite know what to do with it, and I just tucked it into my mind, you know, 

and years would go by and I would occasionally think about it, but not know quite what to do.    

 

In December of 2005 God blessed us enough to be able to purchase our first house.  Up to that 

point, we had rented all of our lives, and so we were able to purchase a house.  And the following 

December, 2006, as that approached, we began thinking: there’s got to be some way that we can 

kind of celebrate on the anniversary of us purchasing a house, and acknowledge God’s goodness.  It 

wasn’t too long after thinking of that, my mind was drawn to this text.  I thought, “Ah, I’ve got an 

idea of maybe what we could do.”  Again, please note, we are not required to tithe.  We live in a 

different era—there’s no longer a temple; we’re no longer under the same type of government; 

we’re under the New Covenant where the standard for giving is not a tithe—it’s generosity.  And so 

there’s no requirement here to follow this but, as I was thinking, the idea behind this tithe is well 

worth practicing.  And so, as a family, we decided that on the anniversary of us purchasing our first 

house, we were going to go out and celebrate God’s goodness and eat in His presence.  And what 

we did—this might be scandalous for some of you—but what we did is we took our giving for the 

month of December, and we used that to put on a feast.  We went out to eat, actually, and celebrated 

to the hilt.  And we brought people with us to do so, and did just what this passage suggests: we ate 

in the presence of Yahweh our God, and celebrated His goodness to us, His provisions for us.  And 

we have done that every December since.  We’ll do it this December, and I hope we do it for all the 

Decembers that are possible for us in the future.  And those evenings—what I call our Deuteronomy 

14 meal—of all the days in the year, for me, that is the most liberating, the most joyful evening, and 

I think I get a taste of experiencing the joy of my Master, just for a few moments that evening.  And 

it is wonderful.  I think it has changed, not only of how I think of God, but everyone in my family— 

that God is a God who wants us to enjoy what He has given to us.  And that’s our practice, and it 

reminds us that God is the provider, but that also God is a joyful being who wants us to enjoy the 

good gifts He has given to us, and enjoy just being in His presence and celebrating who He is and 

what He has done on our behalf.  And each year we take different people with us—we have taken 

single mothers, others from different cultures and races, and pastors and friends, and simply invite 

others to enjoy God’s blessing with us.   

 

Well you might be thinking, “You know what, this is still Old Testament.  There’s nothing in the 

New Testament like that, is there?”  I say, “Yes, there is.”  In fact, I think there’s a parallel passage 

to Deuteronomy 14, and that is John, Chapter 2.  I think most of us are familiar with Jesus’ first 

miracle, the turning of water into wine at the wedding at Cana.  Most times, when that text is talked 

about, the lesson is, “Well, this is Jesus’ endorsement of marriage.”  And I have no doubt that Jesus 
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endorsed marriage, but I don’t think that that was the point of that miracle.  I think John includes 

that in there, to do much the same thing as what Deuteronomy 14 teaches us—that Jesus is the 

source of joy.  You see, John chapter 1 makes the case that this Jesus is God in human flesh, 

Yahweh in human flesh.  And we know from Deuteronomy 14, Yahweh is the source of joy.  Well, 

if Jesus is Yahweh, then He is the source of joy, and this miracle of turning water into wine 

demonstrates that.  Again, remember wine, in the Jewish thought, was a symbol of joy and God’s 

provision.  When you look back at the prophets, particularly Jeremiah and Hosea and Amos, they 

describe the period of time when the Messiah would come as a time when wine would flow freely, 

to symbolize the joy that that would bring.  And here is Jesus, on this occasion of celebration at this 

wedding, turning water to wine.  He is the source of joy and, to be a follower of Jesus, should be a 

source of joy.  It should be a joyful thing, not drudgery.  He doesn’t take the fun out of life, but 

being a committed follower of Jesus is the most joyful thing one could experience.  Of course, that 

doesn’t mean that there is no suffering; there’s no sacrifice, and so forth, but in the midst of that, 

there is still joy.  Because, remember, joy is a deep and pervasive sense of well-being.  It’s not 

merely a feeling.   

 

There’s an assumption that goes around, I think, in every age that if you commit your life to 

following Jesus, you have given up fun; you’ve given up enjoyment; you’ve given up life.  But I 

think we’ve seen this morning—that is just false.  Our God is a God of joy who wants us to enjoy 

life. I mentioned, again, that Deuteronomy 14 was part of Israel’s story.  It’s part of God’s story.  

It’s become part of my story.  Now let me ask you: How are you going to let Deuteronomy 14 

become part of your story?  What are you going to do to celebrate and experience the joy of 

Yahweh, the God whom we serve, and the joy of being a follower of Jesus?  It won’t just happen; I 

think you need to be intentional about it.  And whether you do something like we do and follow the 

text and have a feast, or maybe you can think of some other creative way, I challenge you to think 

about a way that you can remind yourself, not only of God’s provision, but that He is a joyous God 

who wants you to be joyful and enjoy all that He has given us. 

 

Then you and your household shall eat there in the presence of Yahweh your God 

and rejoice (or if I may paraphrase, Thou Shalt Party at the Father’s house)! 

 

Lord, we are grateful that You are a God of joy.  You don’t want us to be oppressed and 

burdened, but rather You want us to enjoy You, enjoy all Your good provisions.  May we 

be mindful to do that, learn to revere You, learn to enjoy You and be generous with the 

good things that You have given to us.  Now we hope that the rest of our time this morning 

will be a time where we lift our joyful worship to You.  Please accept that.  We love You 

and we thank You for all that You are and all that You have done on our behalf.  Amen 
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