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“Fruitfulness or Futility?” 

Introduction: Soren Kierkegaard was a Danish philosopher who lived and wrote in the first half of 
the 19th century. He is probably best known for the phrase “leap of faith,” and for being 
considered the “father of existentialism.” A prolific writer, Kierkegaard reflected on theology, 
ethics, morality, psychology and love. He was particularly struck by the choices we have to make 
in life and his first published book was actually entitled, Either/Or.  

As we think about the importance of choice, sometimes the choices we have to make are pretty 
inconsequential. “Do you want beans or peas for dinner?” Rama will sometimes ask me. Both are 
good, both are vegetables, both are green, and you can’t really go wrong either way. But 
sometimes the choices we need to make are pretty stark, like choosing our next president. The 
consequences of that choice appear to be serious.  

In Leviticus 26, God, through his servant Moses, presents his people with a stark and serious  
either-or choice: Either choose me, says the Lord, or choose some other god. One choice will lead 
to fruitfulness and blessing, the other to futility and cursing.  

We’re looking at this text early in our fall series, “The Fruitfulness that Flows from Faith.” In this 
series we’ve begun to tap into and explore the rich vein that is the image of fruitfulness that flows 
through the entire biblical narrative. How does this image help us think about these blessings and 
curses, these words of warning and of hope, that are a part of God’s covenant promises to his 
people Israel? What are we to take from this ancient text that seems to have very little to do with 
us in the NT age of the church? What we will see is that to fulfill God’s mission, to be fruitful for 
him in any age, requires faithful living. 

I. Called to Right Worship 
 A. Let’s begin with the call to right worship with which the text begins:  

Do not make idols or set up an image or a sacred stone for yourselves, and do not place a 
carved stone in your land to bow down before it . . . Observe my Sabbaths and have 
reverence for my sanctuary. [vv. 1-2] 

As we enter Leviticus, just two books to the “right” of Genesis, the loins of the people have been 
fruitful and they have grown into a great nation. It is through this nation—the descendants of 
Abraham and Sarah—that God had promised he would bring blessing to all the nations of the 
world: “I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you . . . and all peoples on earth will 
be blessed through you” (Ge. 12:1-3). However, when this nation had become enslaved in Egypt, 
it looked like the promise of God was as good as done for. But God acted on behalf of his people, 
remembering his promise and rescuing them from slavery. Now, in Leviticus, as he pursues a 
relationship with this people and seeks to form them into the missional community he has called 
them and rescued them to be, we hear him calling them to walk closely with him, following his 
commands and worshipping only him. Why? Because this is the choice that would bring them 
life, fruitfulness, blessing. This is what would form them into a people who will be able to reveal 
to those around them the love and mercy and faithfulness of their God, whose name is the LORD. 
.  

B. There certainly were a lot of other choices they could have made, given all of the 
religious practices of the peoples around them as they made their way toward the Promised Land. 
There would be many more choices once they arrived. One idolatrous practice that is highlighted 
in this text is a stone slab that would have been placed in the ground, possibly in a doorway. It 
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was decorated in some way with engraved symbols. A worshipper would bow toward this stone, 
kiss it, and hope to have one’s wish granted. Other practices focused on agricultural production. 
As one writer put it, Israel, when she entered the land of Canaan, she would be entering a 
“fertility zone.” That is, they would be living among a people who engaged in all kinds of rituals, 
including “hooking up” with temple prostitutes in the belief that it would increase the output of 
their crops. The point is that God’s people would need to be regularly reminded that fruitfulness, 
productivity of any kind, would hang not on superstitious rituals but on the living God. 

Illustration: Such practices sound silly but many throughout the world still approach religious 
statues, like that of Buddha, touch it, kiss it, or burn a candle in front of it in the hopes of gaining 
the favor of the deity. Further, we bow down towards all kinds of stuff, or people, who we hope 
will make us happy. An idol can really be defined as a counterfeit God, that is, any created thing 
we look to (worship) to give our life the meaning, hope, and happiness that only the Creator God 
can give. It could range from a career or social standing, to your family or your children, to your 
material possessions or your health, your beauty or your brains!   

C. That’s why the Sabbath and the sanctuary are so critical.to our lives. The habit of right 
worship can be for us, as it was intended to be for Israel, like a signpost, or a piece of string on 
our finger. It points us back to who God is and what he has done, so we don’t lose our way among 
the various gods of this world that scream so loudly for our attention. Resting from our work and 
spending time in worship turns us toward the only One who can be depended upon to fully meet 
our needs.  

  
II. Covenant Blessings and Curses 
 A. Because God knows that our idols can leave us in futility—unfulfilled, frustrated, and 
bitter—not to mention utterly self-focused and without a prayer of living a life that reveals the 
living God, this God structures our relationship with him, called a covenant, using blessings and 
curses. When you think about it, it makes perfect sense. An interpersonal relationship (cf. a 
marriage) needs guidelines to be healthy. Since the covenant structure was a popular way for 
ancient Near Eastern political treaties to be written, particularly between kings and their subjects, 
God adapted it to describe his relationship with his people.  

1. The blessings which would flow from obedience are related to the major aspects of Israel’s life, 
particularly as it pertained to inheriting the Promised Land. They included agricultural prosperity
—the harvest would be continuously fruitful and abundant. They included protection from 
enemies—ranging from wild beasts to foreign invaders. They included the presence of God—his 
promise was to walk among them.     

2. The curses, or discipline and judgment that would flow from disobedience are virtually a 
reversal of the blessings. Instead of prosperity there would be poverty as the land would not be 
fruitful. Instead of protection the people would live in fear of their enemies. And instead of being 
present with them God would withdraw and be absent. In point of fact, I only had us hear two 
fifths of the list of curses (vv. 14-20)! The text goes on to list three more paragraphs filled with 
curses, each getting progressively worse if the people continue to disobey, leaving us with what 
one commentator calls “a comprehensive catalogue of calamities.” Why, might we wonder only 
10 verses of blessings and 25 verses of curses?! It’s one of the reasons the God of the OT 
sometimes gets the reputation of being bloodthirsty and vindictive. But there are many reasons 
why this is a highly unfair charge, a bad rap. 

a) First, this long list of curses is given out of love, in order to wake his people up. Think of all 
the warnings we get that we can grow deaf to. There are the yellow lights we insist on blowing 
through or the check engine lights on our dashboards we ignore. There are the dead battery 
sounds in our smoke detectors that lead us to take those detectors down and remove the batteries 
without replacing them! There are the physical warning signs that suggest we should get more 
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exercise or change our diets, but we can ignore those too. The list of calamities was long and 
comprehensive because, knowing human nature, God didn’t want his people to ignore it.    

b) Second, God is utterly clear about the consequences of disobedience. There are no surprises 
here. When Israel found herself suffering the consequences of her long-standing disobedience, 
being invaded by foreign armies and then exiled into foreign lands, all she had to do was look 
back to a chapter like Lev. 26 to see that nothing was happening that should have surprised her.   

c) Third, if God’s people continued to make bad choices, they would be unable to reveal his glory 
to the nations around them and would malign his reputation. To fulfill God’s mission fruitfully, to 
protect his character, requires faithful living. If the blessings were the carrot the curses are the 
stick used by God to keep his people on the road of fidelity and mission. 

d) Finally, this God is constantly offering grace to his people. When they broke the terms of the 
covenant, God followed through on the curses, like any good parent should, but he also offered a 
way back. We hear it at the very end of the chapter (vv. 40-45):  

But if they confess their sins and the sins of their ancestors . . . when their uncircumcised 
hearts are humbled and they pay for their sin . . . I will remember the covenant with their 
ancestors whom I brought out of Egypt in the sight of the nations to be their God. 

There were consequences to their actions, but God didn’t throw his covenant with his people in 
the shredder. Instead, he fulfilled the curses and promised to return to the blessings if and when 
his people returned to him. 

B. God’s people are no longer made up of one particular nation. We are a worldwide 
kingdom looking forward to inheriting not the Promised Land but God’s new creation, the New 
Jerusalem. The Lord has redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us on the 
cross (Gal. 3:13). Yet to live within the sphere of God’s blessing, and to fulfill the mission of 
revealing the living God to the nations, God still calls us to faithful living. “If you love me,” Jesus 
says simply, “keep my commands” (Jn. 14:15). And then later, he adds his own version of 
blessings and curses: “If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit. . .  If you do not 
remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, 
thrown into the fire and burned.”   

C. Importantly, the blessing of compliance is not material prosperity but fruitful living: 
As we go on, we’ll be looking more at what this fruit, this blessing, looks like. For now, let us 
draw this principle from our ancestors the Israelites: To fulfill God’s mission, to live fruitfully for 
him, requires faithful living. So may we seek to be faithful followers of Jesus, that we might be 
his people, and fulfill the mission to which he has called us.
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