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In the Book of Deuteronomy the Hebrews are at the edge of the Jordan River, finally about to enter the Promised
Land. God had been leading them on a forty-year journey through the wilderness in which death and adversity always felt
close at hand. That they were still alive was simply a miracle.
When the journey began the Hebrews were slaves in Egypt with few choices in life. They couldn’t choose their
work or where they’d do it. They couldn’t choose where they’d live. They had no day off on which they could decide if
they’d stay home and clean the house or go to the park for a walk. There no stores offering 50 different options for
basically the same product. The Hebrews couldn’t comprehend making a life built on their choices.
In the forty wilderness years God was getting the Egypt out of the Hebrews so they could choose the life of
freedom. This is what Moses wanted to talk about at the edge of the Promised Land. But their freedom wasn’t just in the
ability to choose. True freedom was in choosing what really amounted to life. Choices that didn’t turn their hearts and
lives toward love of God and their neighbor would only return them to slavery, whether in Egypt or not. Since all life
comes from God, aiming for life apart from God is like banking your life on the nothingness that preceded the world’s
creation.
So Moses told the Hebrews, “See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction.” “Choose
life,” he says. At which point a young person in the congregation said, “No duh!” Given the options––life and blessings,
death and curses––who’s going to say, “Ooh! Ooh! I want the death and curses!” The choice would seem so simple. But
don’t we know, not everything that’s simple is simplistic. In choosing for life not all that’s simple is easy.
Do you know about this like me? When I was in college there was a cute curly haired girl I wanted to ask out on a
date. I knew all the words I needed to do this and even the order in which to say them. But the asking hard enough that
took me weeks before I could actually get the words out. Even when they knew it made for life, who’s had a hard time
saying, “Please forgive me?” And how many know that saying, “I forgive you” is simple but that saying it can be a process
that takes years?
Moses says that, at bottom, choosing life is a matter of a heart turned toward God. What our hearts are really
turned toward shows in how we actually live. I suspect we know about this sort of thing. Those who’ve tried adopting a
discipline of prayer can find that even 10 minutes a day can feel a challenge when the heart is trained to bow to a busy
schedule. Some of us know that when physical therapist says, “I set before you walking and a wheelchair,” a heart that
says, “I choose walking,” doesn’t magically get you walking. You had a step-by-step struggle in therapy when it might have
be easier to give up.
The challenge in choosing life is for our lives actually to perform what our hearts would aim for. The wilderness
journey taught the Hebrews that choosing life in God wasn’t a one-time thing. They had to get up and walk with hearts set
on God every single day. Moses remembered how, weeks into their freedom, as life in the wilderness was getting hard, the
people said, “It would have been better to have died in Egypt. At least there we had plenty of food.” It was easier to live as
slaves in a world that they knew than to trust in God’s faithfulness in a world that was strange and threatening.
Is this why we cling to old grudges and routines that deplete us? And stay attached to old patterns of thought that
send worry through our bodies? We don’t do this because it’s leading us into life. It’s because living free requires steps of
faith into the unknown. Which were the steps God led Israel to take every day on their way of out Egypt. All through the
wilderness, the people kept learning that choosing life and blessing meant letting to of false securities that couldn’t really

save them. True life meant letting go of control over how things had to be. They had to relinquish the impulse to make a
life apart from God.
So at the edge of the Jordan, as they looked toward the Promised Land, the choice Moses held out to the Hebrews
was about what, or who, they would really bank their life on. Our day is radically different from Moses’ but there are still
all kinds of seductions that for what we can choose as our life.
We can bank our life on our wealth, and end up holding it so tightly we never experience the freedom of giving.
We can bank our life our hard work, which can leave us at a loss when we find there are some problems that hard work
just can’t solve. We can bank our life on comforts we’ve secured for ourselves, only to find that our comforts aren’t enough
to fill our souls. We can bank our life on our ability to choose for ourselves, only to find that sometimes our choices are
what we really need saving from.
Old Testament scholars point out something important in verse 19 of our text. Where Moses says, “choose life”
it’s the only time in all the Old Testament that human beings are the subject that verb. Everywhere else, it’s God that does
the choosing. It’s the Scripture’s way of reminding us that while God does give us freedom to choose, in the end, God’s
choice matters more.
We are only alive because God chose to make us. Israel was only at the edge of the Promised Land because time
and again God pulled them out of the ditches they’d landed in. In plenty of chapters in Israel’s story, their chosen ways of
life result in adversity and struggle. Yet God always chose to love them back to himself. So in the decision God lays before
us––life and blessings or death and adversity––we need to know that we can never out-choose God.
To hear that turning hearts and disobedience lead to destruction and death should give us pause to reflect on our
lives. But we should take care lest we get the wrong idea. It isn’t that God sends death and destruction upon those that
refuse God’s way. It’s that the life we can really experience as life simply can’t be found outside of the God from whom all
life comes.
When we look at Jesus, we know it just isn’t true that God wishes death and destruction upon anyone. Once, some
students were staying at the home of reformer Martin Luther and one of them asked, “What does God look like to you?”
And Luther replied, “When I think of God, I think of a man hanging on a tree.”
We look at Jesus and see what God has chosen. In Christ God took on himself the destructiveness of sin. In Christ
God chose to die our death and to absorb all the world’s adversity and suffering. Whether it got dealt to us, we handed it
out, or we seemed to have stepped into it ourselves, on the cross Jesus took upon himself all the world’s evil and curse.
Which is why, whatever choices we’ve made that just weren’t life-giving for us; and whatever our fears about choices we
must make today and tomorrow, we need not fear for life. Because we can never out-choose God who decided to raise
Jesus from death, it means that God only doles out life.
But God wants our love and trust, our obedience to his life, to be offered freely. So we do have choices to make.
In the sixth century a monk named St. Benedict wrote a rule to guide the life of monks in his care. When they
entered monastic life, they were to come into a room called the oratory and vow stability, fidelity and obedience. They’d
recite Psalm 119, verse 116: “Receive me Lord, as you have promised, and I shall live; do not disappoint me in my hope.”
Then Benedict would instruct the new monks to take of their street clothes and put on monastic garb. We would expect
this of people choosing a monk’s way of life.
But there was a further instruction we might not expect: they weren’t to discard their street clothes but hang them
in their closet, so every day they clearly faced two ways of life. Every day they had to keep choosing the life they had
chosen, which was the only way they could really live free.
In perfect freedom, from all eternity, God has chosen to love us to death in Jesus Christ. We will never be able to
out-choose God in the love and life secured for us in Christ. We can just join the Savior in saying Yes to it. Which is why,
when we get down to it, life only really has one big choice. The one that has to do with what we really bet our lives on.
What we really bet the world on. What really counts for us as blessing that can’t be taken away.
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“When I think of God,” said Luther, “I think of a man hanging on a tree.” The wisdom of the gospel is, never bet
your life on anyone or anyone or anything that can’t raise the dead. But if you bank your life on the God who raises the
dead, it means that whether in heartache or joy there is always life to choose. There is still life to choose when you don’t
know which way to go. There is life to choose you when wish you had other options in life. Because, as Moses said, “The
Lord is your life. God is life itself.”
When the Lord is your life, you have less to protect. When the Lord is your life, you can live in the world with a
heart that’s eager to love. When the Lord is your life you can spend less time searching for more, and more time finding
how much God is already giving.
Not that any of this is easy. But God never asks us to make the easy choice. Just the one that sets our hearts and
aligns our steps toward the God whose every purpose is to lead into life. Amen.
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