
DEUTERONOMY 30.1-5, 11-20  1 

Choose Life So That You and Your 
Descendants May Live 

Deuteronomy 30:1-5, 11-20 Dr. David B. Hartman, Jr. 
August 27, 2017 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 
When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and the curses that I have set before 
you, if you call them to mind among all the nations where the Lord your God has driven you, 
and return to the Lord your God, and you and your children obey him with all your heart and 
with all your soul, just as I am commanding you today, then the Lord your God will restore 
your fortunes and have compassion on you, gathering you again from all the peoples among 
whom the Lord your God has scattered you. Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, 
from there the Lord your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back. The Lord 
your God will bring you into the land that your ancestors possessed, and you will possess it; he 
will make you more prosperous and numerous than your ancestors…. 
 Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not too hard for you, nor is it 
too far away. It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us, and get 
it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, 
‘Who will cross to the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and 
observe it?’ No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to 
observe. 
 See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey the 
commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding you today, by loving the Lord 
your God, walking in his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, 
then you shall live and become numerous, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land that 
you are entering to possess. But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray 
to bow down to other gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you shall perish; you 
shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven 
and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and 
curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your God, 
obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you 
may live in the land that the Lord swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 
Jacob. 
 
 A few years ago, I was talking to my good buddy Rick, and I asked him 

how his wonderful wife Nancy was doing. “She’s trying to lose weight,” 

Rick said. I asked, “Why does Nancy need to lose weight? She’s already 
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thin.” Rick said, “That’s what I thought, too. But she told me she wants to 

lose 220 pounds. And I told her I’m not going anywhere.” 

 Over the course of some 40 years, Moses kept trying to lose a lot of 

weight, too, but every time he got fed up and wanted to walk away from the 

Israelites he’d led out of slavery in Egypt, the Lord cajoled him out of it. 

Who were the Israelites, these people Moses led? According to the Bible, 

they were the descendants of a particular lineage: Abraham and his wife 

Sarah; Isaac and his wife Rebecca; and Jacob and the four women with 

whom he had children: the sisters Leah and Rachel, whom Jacob wed, and 

two handmaids, Bilhah and Zilpah. With those four women, Jacob had a 

total of twelve sons the Bible names and at least one daughter named Dinah. 

Jacob was later renamed “Israel” after a night long struggle with an angel of 

God. “Israel” literally means “one who strives with God.” So, these 

Israelites were basically a large, extended clan, connected by ancestry, who, 

in the days of Jacob (Israel) had been driven by famine to migrate to Egypt 

where, over generations, they were fruitful and multiplied, and where they 

eventually came to be seen by the native Egyptians as despised foreigners 

whose sole use was to perform hard, unpleasant manual labor for subsistence 

wages. The Egyptians got used to letting the Israelites do the miserable grunt 

work they didn’t want to do themselves. That made the Israelites so 

economically essential that Pharaoh, the ruler of Egypt, didn’t want them to 

leave. But neither did Pharaoh want them to assimilate. After a while, there 

was even a Pharaoh who thought there were too many Israelites and tried to 
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practice eugenics against them. He instituted a policy of infanticide against 

Israelite male babies. According to the Bible, Moses, as one of those babies, 

was only saved because his mother hid him in a basket among the reeds of 

the Nile River, where he was discovered by a princess of the Egyptian court 

and raised in the royal precincts. Moses is an Egyptian name. Later, though 

raised in royal luxury, he developed a sense of his family heritage, in part 

because his biological mother was also his wet nurse. As a young adult, 

Moses killed an Egyptian overseer who was abusing an Israelite slave. He 

fled for his life into the wilderness of the Sinai Peninsula, where he married, 

tended his father-in-law’s sheep, and one day had a mystical encounter with 

a burning bush where he heard a voice say that he was the God of Moses’ 

ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. “What is the name?” Moses asked the 

voice in the burning bush. “I AM WHO AM” came the answer. That’s not a 

name, but that is whom God was called—I AM, “Yahweh.” Yahweh had a 

job for Moses: he was to return to Egypt, demand that Pharaoh let his people 

go, and bring them back to the land of their ancestors. 

 It was a humanly impossible assignment, and Moses didn’t want to do 

it. Still, Yahweh overruled his every objection. There was a reason Moses 

was the right man for the job. Having been raised in the royal court he knew 

his way around it. You know the story—after ten plagues had been visited 

upon the Egyptians, and after the fleeing Israelites had made a miraculous 

crossing across the Sea of Reeds, after they had been sustained by manna 

and after many, many other things over the course of the decades, they 
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finally stood on the banks of the Promised Land as a people. What made 

them a people? Family lineage, of course. Practically everyone in the 

assembly shared at least a distant relative. But family lineage was not all. 

The Israelites also became the kind of community that is formed in the 

course of shared duress and hardship. Not so very long before, they had all 

been slaves in Egypt. Together, they had spent 40 years in the wilderness 

and that shared experience created a set of norms—“this is the way we do 

things.” They had learned, for example, that bad things happened if you 

forsook the God who had led you out of Egypt and worshiped a golden calf 

instead. But the most important thing that made them a community was a 

code of laws given to Moses by God. There were 613 of them altogether. 

The Top Ten Commandments had to do both with their duty to God and 

their duty to one another. As regarded their duty to God, they were to have 

no other gods; they were not to blaspheme; they were not to make idols or 

graven images; they were to observe a weekly Sabbath. The laws regarding 

their relationship to each other were pretty much a restatement of the seven 

Noachide laws, which were considered universal laws applying to all people: 

they could not murder, steal, lie about another person, commit adultery, or 

covet what belonged to another. They were also supposed to honor their 

mother and father, because Yahweh cared about the relationship between the 

generations. The other 603 laws had to do with various behaviors and rituals 

unique to the Israelites: they could not eat pork or shellfish, or wear a 

garment with two different types of fabrics. If they needed to answer the call 
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of nature, there were protocols about going outside the camp. If they were 

male, they had to undergo a certain surgical procedure, preferably the 

younger the better. The Ark of the Covenant, which contained the stone 

tablets which held the Ten Commandments, had to be built just so. Most of 

the laws given to Moses were directed only to the Israelites as God’s 

covenant people. It was understood they had more laws to obey because God 

had higher expectations for them. People other than the Israelites could eat 

all the bacon they wanted and wear the latest cotton-polyester designs, and 

the Lord didn’t care, but the Israelites’ adherence to even what seemed like 

the most trivial of laws was a sign of their allegiance. There were two very 

consequential laws almost hidden in the midst of the others, and in the 

fullness of time they came to be understood as the greatest of all the laws: 

To love the Lord their God with all of their hearts, souls, minds and strength; 

and to love their neighbor as themselves. As Jesus would later say, “On 

these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.” 

 So, after 40 years of wandering, the children and grandchildren of the 

people who had been led out of slavery in Egypt finally stood on the brink of 

the Promised Land. Moses knew that his work was nearly at an end, and the 

number of days he had left upon the earth could be counted on two hands. 

He knew that he wouldn’t make it to the Promised Land himself, but the 

Lord allowed him to climb up the slope of a mountain to behold it, so that 

Moses could know that he had fulfilled his commission to bring the 

Israelites back to the land of their ancestors. And then, Moses gave them his 
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final words, his benedictory address. He told them that they didn’t have to 

look far to discover what it meant to live. God might be mysterious, but 

God’s commandments were not: 

 See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If 
you obey the commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding 
you today, by loving the Lord your God, walking in his ways, and observing 
his commandments… then you shall live and become numerous, and the 
Lord your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. 
But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow 
down to other gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you shall 
perish; you shall not live long in the land… I call heaven and earth to 
witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings 
and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving 
the Lord your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life 
to you… 
 
 It is a wonder to contemplate that the people to whom these 

commandments were first given 3000 years ago are still with us. The 

Assyrians could not destroy them. The Babylonians could not destroy them. 

The Greeks could not destroy them. The Romans could not destroy them. 

The Nazis could not destroy them. The Communists could not destroy them. 

Their radical Islamist enemies today, and the alt-right American neo-Nazis 

who chanted “the Jews will not replace us” will not destroy them either, as 

long as they are faithful to God. If you are looking for a singular miracle of 

history, look no further than the fact that the Jews have not perished from the 

face of the earth. Perhaps it is because, despite far too often being “stiff-

necked and disobedient,” as their own scriptures describe them, enough of 
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them chose life when they were up against it so that they and their 

descendants could live. 

 In our country, our self-understanding is deeply rooted in the Biblical 

epic. In 1630, as the Puritans sailed toward the coast of Massachusetts to try 

to establish in this new land what would eventually become the United 

States, John Winthrop said: 

 We shall be as a city upon a hill; the eyes of all people are upon us; so 
that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, 
and so cause him to withdraw his present help from us, we shall be made a 
story and a by-word through the world. 
 
 They are still set before us, life or death, blessings or curses. It is not 

hard to discern the choices that lead to life; it is not a mystery the ones that 

lead to death. Every generation must decide whether it will choose to stand 

with God, to choose the ways that lead to life and hope and salvation, or to 

walk away from God and, for the sake of temporary self-interest, follow the 

pathways that, throughout history, have always led to perdition. What are 

those pathways? Selfishness; self-indulgence; contempt for neighbor; a spirit 

of hatred; a disposition toward violence; disdain for the rule of law; 

contempt for virtues like honesty and integrity, courage and generosity; 

disregard for the most vulnerable in our midst, including preborn children, 

those with mental and physical disabilities, and the very aged; cold 

indifference to the well-being of the generations that follow. All those things 

lead to the abyss—as individuals; as a nation; as a people. They always 
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have. They always will. History tells us so. The Bible tells us so. We must 

love one another or die. 

 In his benedictory address the night before he was murdered in 

Memphis in 1968—though, of course, he did not know it was his 

benedictory address—Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. summoned the image of 

Moses leading his people to the banks of the Jordan River. Dr. King said, 

Well, I don't know what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult 
days ahead. But it doesn’t matter with me now. Because I’ve been to the 
mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long 
life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just 
want to do God’s will. And he’s allowed me to go up the mountain. And I’ve 
looked over. And I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. 
But I want you to know tonight, that we as a people will get to the Promised 
Land. And I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not 
fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. 
 
 I honor Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. more than any one person who was 

ever alive during my lifetime. But on one thing, and one thing only, I must 

take exception to what he said in those magnificent words: that “we as a 

people will get to the Promised Land.” That is a deterministic view of 

history that I cannot endorse, though it is one founded on hope, faith and 

love. What I would say instead is that “we as a people may get to the 

Promised Land.” It all depends on the choices we make. There is still set 

before us life or death, blessings or curses. And still, the ancient words ring 

out: “Choose life that you and your descendants may live.” 

           Amen. 


