NOW CHOOSE LIFE

Deuteronomy 27‑34

Key verse: 30:19,20

“Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may 

love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the 

Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he 

swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”

As we finish reading chapter 26 we can understand that the chapter wraps up the teaching of the laws by which the Lord wants to establish Israel as the beginning of the Covenant people. Now all the road map is posted and the goal is set up. What else do we need? Can the content in chapter 27-34 be an addition, the dragging of feet, the boring part? Quite contrary. The conclusion of Deuteronomy in chapters 27-34 is the summary of Deuteronomy as well as of the Pentateuch. Moses teaches here that the Lord is our life. 

We understand that choosing to serve the Lord is not the same as choosing a lifestyle. We shouldn’t misunderstand as if we can actually “choose”. There is no life away from him and out of him. You cannot even die. You will be in curse. You will be locked up in curse and you cannot get out of it. Your descendants will be there with you.   

We learn from Moses’ own example in the last four chapters what it is to choose the Lord and how to do it. He commissions Joshua to lead Israel after his departure. He writes a song for the coming generations to witness the Lord to them. Then he blesses the Twelve tribes of Israel who he knew would soon prostitute themselves with foreign gods. In the description of his death in chapter 34 we can see that he lives in the Lord as the greatest prophet in history. I pray with hope that God may raise up his own servants who establish others, write a song and bless others at their deaths.

I.  Incentives to keep the Covenant (chapters 27-30)

Look at 27:1. When he finished the teaching of the basic laws and the specific laws Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people of Israel: “Keep all these commands that I give you today.” To help them Moses commanded Israel to set up a kind of billboard made of large stones coated with plaster. Israel was to write on it all the laws we have studied and set the huge stones on Mount Ebal. I cannot even imagine how big the display could have been. It could have been quite a spectacle by itself. Since they were set up on Mount Ebal the visual effect could have been even more dramatic. As we know from the Bible, Mount Ebal was a rocky, barren mass, which impresses you with fear and awe. No one could miss the imposing display of the stone billboard on the grotesque mountain as they pass by. After erecting the monument, actually the Bible inscribed on the stones, Israel was going to build an altar there with fieldstones and offer burnt offerings, sacrifice fellowship offerings and eat and rejoice in the presence of the Lord their God. In summary, Israel was going to write down the Bible in the most laborious way and display it in the most dramatic way and have a Bible study before the Lord. That was the first thing they were commanded to do as they entered the promised land. 

 
We find in 27:9-10 that there was a deeper reason for performing such a dramatic display and Bible study than aiming at the momentary showy “3-D effect.” “Then Moses and the priests, who are Levites, said to all Israel, ‘Be silent, O Israel, and listen! You have now become the people of the Lord your God. Obey the Lord your God and follow his commands and decrees that I give you today.” There was a change of status as Israel received the commands and decrees.  They became the people of the Lord their God. They were different from others. They were not worse than others as some fools think today. They were not better than others as the Lord made clear (9:5). They share all the human weaknesses. But they were chosen by the Lord for his intention to drive out wickedness from the land (9:5), to eventually bring the Church on earth, “the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband” (Rev 21:2). I hope we too stop comparing ourselves with others and instead learn the God-given difference through Jesus Christ. 

Because of the change of their status the nature of the obedience which was required on Israel was different from that of the common sense idea of obedience. What do you expect if you ask young people why they should obey their parents? Most of them would make a strange face and say it is because the parents are parents. But Israel was required obedience because they were established on the Covenant with the Lord. As we know there were roughly two kinds of covenants in the old days. One was a kind made between kings. The other one is made between a king and his subjects. Israel’s covenant was the second one. Regardless of the technical difference of the two kinds, what is important is that the Lord bound himself in the Covenant. He could simply force Israel to obey him. He could simply switch his choice if they didn’t obey him. The Lord didn’t abuse them that way. He honored them by binding himself to the Covenant. Israel’s obedience, therefore, was an expression of taking their part of the responsibility of the Covenant as if they were qualified to deal with God with such an utmost respect from the Lord’s side. Entering into the Covenant was salvation itself as we can see in 30:1. The Covenant stands as long as the Lord lives though Israel will fall short of keeping their part repeatedly.

Moses commanded his people to practice recitation after their first Bible study in the promised land. “On the same day Moses commanded the people: When you have crossed the Jordan, these tribes shall stand on Mount Gerizim, to bless the people: Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Joseph and Benjamin. And these tribes shall stand on Mount Ebal to pronounce curses: Reuben, Gad, Asher, Zebulun, Dan and Naphtali” (27:11-13). Perhaps this was the world’s largest chorus ever in history. I cannot imagine how it might have sounded with more than a half million people standing and reciting on two adjacent mountains. Probably Israel could never forget the experience. There is no way we can reproduce the scene today. But let’s read 27:15-26 to learn what they recited. What do you learn from the recitation quoted in 27:14-26? If it is said that the violator will die it could have been easy to understand. Curse seems more than death. It will stick.

Moses continues in chapter 28 that if Israel fully obey the Lord their God and carefully follow all his commands the Lord their God would set them high above all the nations on earth. In other words they would live in God’s blessing themselves, and they would become the display of God’s glory, God’s power and God’s grace.

They will be blessed in their homes, on their jobs, and in the world beyond Canaan (28:1-6). All their enemies will tremble before them (28:7). They will truly exist as a unique and special people of the Lord (28:8-14). If, however, Israel refuses the Covenant, they will suffer reverses in all walks of life (28:15-19). Plagues will hinder them (28:20-24). Enemies will scatter them (28:25-29). Eventually, they will be driven into exile, where they will long for home (28:63-68). Indeed, their lives will be as barren as Ebal. This generation has already experienced such existence in the desert. They knew what the Lord was talking about. The idea of full obedience and careful following mentioned in 28:1 is explained in 28:14. It says, “Do not turn aside from any of the commands I give you today, to the right or to the left, following other gods and serving them.” Today we have a convenient concept to use for the understanding of this verse. We shouldn’t be the rightist nor join in the leftist camp. But Moses is never talking about the uncommitted life as some fools think today. Rather he is talking about the life which seeks the Lord at all times. You will seek the Lord when you are cursed as when you are blessed. When you stop seeking the Lord because you become content the blessing which has made you stupid will become a curse as we see in 28:16-19. For the same reason you will find the Lord if you seek him in time of curse. I pray with hope that God may raise up his own who seek the Lord.

What would Israel learn when they are cursed? They will learn that the Lord afflicts them with the boils of Egypt and with tumors, festering sores and the itch, from which they couldn’t be cured (28:27). “You will be pledged to be married to a woman, but another will taker her and ravish her. You will build a house, but you will not live in it. You will plant a vineyard, but you will not even begin to enjoy its fruit” (28:30). They will be just busybodies who are always hungry and thirsty. “The Lord will drive you and the king you set over you to a nation unknown to you or your fathers. There you will worship other gods, gods of wood and stone. You will become a thing of horror and an object of scorn and ridicule to all the nations where the Lord will drive you” (28:36,37). May the Lord have mercy on us! “All these curses will come upon you. They will pursue you and overtake you until you are destroyed, because you did not obey the Lord your God and observe the commands and decrees he gave you. They will be sign and a wonder to you and your descendants forever. Because you did not serve the Lord your God joyfully and gladly in the time of prosperity, therefore in hunger and thirst, in nakedness and dire poverty, you will serve the enemies the Lord sends against you. He will put an iron yoke on your neck until he has destroyed you” (28:45-48). Curses will be forever. In 28:53-57 is probably the most tragic human experience. Even the most gentle and sensitive man, the most gentle and sensitive woman would fight over the bodies of their children to eat them. 

Some people may ask why God’s salvation is not everlasting and conditional. They do so because they do not know the Lord and the value of his name. Let’s read 28:58 and 63. “If you do not carefully follow all the words of this law, which are written in this book, and do not revere this glorious and awesome name—the Lord your God—” “just as it pleased the Lord to make you prosper and increase in number, so it will please him to ruin and destroy you. You will be uprooted from the land you are entering to possess.” We should admit that we seek prosperity and an increase in number and blessings, whether we categorize them as material or spiritual, over God himself. Because of that we are disappointed when we lose blessings. It doesn’t matter however long you have studied the Bible or been devoted if you did not learn to seek the Lord himself. My father has been reading the whole Bible every 25 days. Nowadays he realized that he has been doing it to help himself. Now he prays that he may learn to give and serve others with love and to serve the Lord. If you do not learn, Moses warns in 28:68, “The Lord will send you back in ships to Egypt on a journey I said you should never make again. There you will offer yourselves for sale to your enemies as male and female slaves, but no one will buy you.” Their situation would be worse off than the time when they left Egypt. The Lord is their blessing The Lord is their life. They can be in the promised land or they can be back in Egypt. They can live better and they can be worse off than the time they first believed. But now they had the Lord. If they were sent back to Egypt it was the Lord who sent them back. Praise the Lord for his faithfulness. He is with his own ever since he came to Israel to begin the process of making a new race, the Covenant people. 

Look at 29:1. “These are the terms of the covenant the Lord commanded Moses to make with the Israelites in Moab, in addition to the covenant he had made with them at Horeb.” This verse tells us that the content in chapters 29 and 30 is about the renewal of the covenant. We learn from these chapters that you do not inherit the Covenant. You are getting into the covenant relationship with the Lord newly in every generation on the basis of your conviction. Let’s read 29:2-6. “Moses summoned all the Israelites and said to them: Your eyes have seen all that the Lord did in Egypt to Pharaoh, to all his officials and to all his land. With your own eyes you saw those great trials, those miraculous signs and great wonders. But to this day the Lord has not given you a mind that understands or eyes that see or ears that hear. During the forty years that I led you through the desert, your clothes did not wear out, nor did the sandals on your feet. You ate no bread and drank no wine or other fermented drink. I did this so that you might know that I am the Lord your God.” Just as he made himself known to the first generation he has made himself known to the second generation. Just as he met the first generation on the Covenant he now makes the second generation to stand before him to order to enter into a covenant with him (29:12).

If anyone of the second generation thinks he would be safe even though he persists in going his own way the Lord will never be willing to forgive that person (29:19). His father may have been on the Covenant, but he is not on the Covenant. Then what is the advantage of being born in a Jewish family or in a Christian family? We are given the foundation, which is the name of the Lord. But we should get into the covenant relationship. There cannot be forgiveness for those who live out of the Lord. The sad thing is that may live with the illusion that they inherited the covenant. In 29:22-28 is the warning that such a self-deception would bring calamities on the land and the misery would in turn testify to the Lord that he is God. May we learn what Moses says in 29:29. “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.” May the revealed things help us to follow the Holy One.

In 30:1-6 we learn from Moses that the Lord was planning ahead of the day of complete salvation through Jesus Christ, who would bring the circumcision of our hearts by the Spirit. The Lord was not playing a perfection game with his people who would never be capable of coming up to the completion of the requirements of the law of the Covenant. They will be blessed by God’s grace. Then they will be cursed because of their sins. The history would be a repetition of the ups and downs of their experience. It seems the Covenant could be considered as a burden rather than a blessing. What would be the end of their suffering due to being bound to the Lord by the Covenant? “When all these blessings and curses I have set before you come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the Lord your God disperses you among the nations, and when you and your children return to the Lord your God and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I command you today, then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you. Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under the heavens, from there the Lord your God will gather you and bring you back.. He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers. The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.” St. Augustine described the truth as the coming of the City of God. May we too be awakened and learn to recognize the advancement of the City of God. May the Lord strengthen his servants in this hot summer.

In what aspect is the covenant a blessing? It is because the Covenant is given to us in comprehensible form, that is, as the word near us. The word of God guides us to the things of God on high and to the deep things of God as well (30:11-14). The heavenly covenant is translated to Israel in terms of life and prosperity, death and destruction, as instruction on how to walk in God’s ways, and the commands, decrees and laws to keep  (30:15-19). In summary the Covenant teaches us the profound truth that the Lord is our life. That is the eventual clear-cut teaching which Israel and therefore us through them would learn and become sure of (30:20). We desire life not God. But God in his great mercy has brought us to the knowledge that God is our life, that we may seek God over our survival. In the Covenant message of Moses we recognize the love of God for us and for all mankind down through all generations.

II.  Transition (chapters 31-34)

In 31:1-33:29 Moses does three things to wrap up his life of serving the Lord. He first commissions Joshua to succeed him  (31:1-8). As we know from our own experience it is very hard to delegate responsibility. It is hard basically because we trust in ourselves and love ourselves. We learn from verses 3 and 6 how Moses could transfer such a huge responsibility, as the matter of bringing the kingdom of God, to Joshua. He said in 31:3-6, “The Lord your God himself will cross over ahead of you. He will destroy these nations before you, and you will take possession of their land. Joshua also will cross over ahead of you, as the Lord said. And the Lord will do to them what he did to Sihon and Og, the kings of the Amorites, whom he destroyed along with their land. The Lord will deliver them to you, and you must do to them all that I have commanded you. Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or terrified because of them, for the Lord your God goes with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you.” He recognized that it was the Lord who had guided them. He recognized that all the works that he was a steward of were done by the Lord himself. He believed the Lord. That was the secret of how he could delegate the mission of unmatchable importance.

Secondly Moses wrote down a copy of the law and gave it to the priests, the sons of Levi, who carried the ark of the covenant of the Lord, and all the elders of Israel. Then he commanded them to assemble the whole nation including the aliens and hold a Bible reading session every seven years. In their every seventh year conferences they would first cancel all the debts and attend the conference where they were to read the whole Bible. Why was the public reading of the law every seven years commanded? Read 31:12. It says, “—so they can listen and learn to fear the Lord your God and follow carefully all the words of this law.”

Then the Lord appeared to Moses and predicted Israel’s rebellion. They will prostitute themselves as soon as Moses dies, said the Lord (31:19-29). Moses confesses that the Lord is the Rock, whose works are perfect, whose ways are just (32:4), the Father, their Creator (32:6). When they saw their changed status, that they could ever become the people of the Lord, they could come up to the impossible knowledge for man: They would know their Creator. Moses confessed in 32:7-9 that the Lord chose Israel as his portion, his allotted inheritance. Moses confesses in 32:15-35 that the Lord will leave his signature on all the sufferings of his people by his judgment. Finally in 32:36-43 is the most profound of all truths. He says in verse 36, “The Lord will judge his people and have compassion on his servants….” How could judgment and compassion go together? Moses replies in verse 43, “Rejoice, O nations, with his people, for he will avenge the blood of his servants; he will take vengeance on his enemies and make atonement for his land and people.”  Perhaps this verse states the clearest summary of the covenant’s importance. In judgment Israel will perish. In the Lord they will come back to life. In judgment the Lord will avenge sin, and in the judgment of his own the Lord will make atonement for his land and people. Amen, Lord Jesus. We praise you. You were judged for our sin and have become the atonement for us. 

Look at 32:44-47. Moses came with Joshua son of Nun and spoke all the words of this song in the hearing of the people. Obviously he not only wrote the song but also recited all these words to all Israel. But he was not just a singer. Then he said, “Take to heart all the words I have solemnly declared to you this day, so that you may command your children to obey carefully all the words of this law. They are not just idle words for you—they are your life. By them you will live long in the land you are crossing the Jordan to possess.” His words reminds us of Paul’s words in 1Co 15:2. 

The Lord granted Moses to view Canaan from Mount Nebo in Moab. When he heard the final verdict of his death, what did Moses do? He blessed the Twelve tribes of Israel. How could he bless when he was terminated? How could he bless them when he knew that they would soon prostitute themselves with foreign gods as soon as he dies? His secret might be expressed in 33:2-5. He said, “The Lord came from Sinai and dawned over them from Seir; he shone forth from Mount Paran. He came with myriads of holy ones from the south, from his mountain slope. Surely it is you who love the people; all the holy ones are in your hand. At your feet they all bow down, and from you receive instruction, the law that Moses gave us, the possession of the assembly of Jacob. He was king over Jeshurun when the leaders of the people assembled, along with the tribes of Israel.” Again he said in 33:26-29. “There is no one like the God of Jeshurun, who rides on the heavens to help you and on the clouds in his majesty. The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms. He will drive out your enemy before you, saying, ‘Destroy him!’ So Israel will live in safety alone; Jacob’s spring is secure in a land of grain and new wine, where the heavens drop dew. Blessed are you, O Israel! Who is like you, a people saved by the Lord? He is your shield and helper and your glorious sword. Your enemies will cower before you. and you will trample down their high places.” Moses’ secret was that the Lord was beautiful and glorious to him. His secret was the he learned to love God’s people as the Lord loved them.

Moses died on Mount Nebo. He was a hundred and twenty years old when he died, yet his eyes were not weak nor his strength gone. Since his time, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, who did all those miraculous signs and wonders the Lord sent him to do in Egypt—to Pharaoh and to all his officials and to his whole land. For no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed the awesome deeds that Moses did in the sight of all Israel. What could have been the secret of his health? What could have been the secret of his greatness? What could have been the secret that he was great and beautiful in his death? The Lord was.

