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Time to close “the book” on a poignant, yet bittersweet note—the death of 

Moses as recorded in the last chapter of the last book of what we call 

the Pentateuch, which is Greek for “five books”, specifically, the first 

five books of the Bible and which are all traditionally ascribed to 

Moses.   

To the Jews the five books of Moses are called the Torah, which is Hebrew 

for “instruction” or “law”.  Thus, in the New Testament when they 

speak about “the Law” they are saying “the Torah”, which together 

with “the Prophets” and “the Writings” comprise “the scriptures.” 

Today’s passage from Deuteronomy chapter 34 begins with, “Then Moses 

went up from the plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, to the top of Pisgah, 

which is opposite Jericho, and the Lord showed him the whole land.”  

As verse 4 says, “The Lord said to him, “This is the land of which I swore to 

Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, saying, ‘I will give it to your 

descendants’.” 

Finally, after centuries Moses is the first person who gets to see the whole 

Promised Land the Israelites are about to enter.  How sweet the sight 

must have been! 

But the very next words God says are, “I have let you see it with your eyes, 

but you shall not cross over there.” 

How bitter for Moses it must have been after 40 years of leading these often 

malcontented Israelites out of Egypt into the wilderness and at the 

age of 120 to be so tantalizingly close and yet never to be, for the next 

verse says, “Then Moses, the servant of the Lord, died there in the 

land of Moab, at the Lord’s command. He buried him in a valley in 
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the land of Moab, opposite Beth-peor, but no one knows his burial 

place to this day.” 

Why?  What had Moses done that was so egregious that God denies him of 

all people from entering the Promised Land? 

The answer is—we’re not sure exactly. 

Earlier, in Deuteronomy 32:48-52, God says that Moses is not allowed to 

enter the land because he failed to show God's holiness before the 

people at the waters of Meribah.  That story is told in Numbers 20:1-

13 and is very similar to a story we heard a few weeks ago. 

In the story the people have no water again and are complaining. Moses 

and Aaron go and consult with God who says, “Take the staff, and 

assemble the congregation, you and your brother Aaron, and 

command the rock before their eyes to yield its water. Thus you shall 

bring water out of the rock for them.” 

Moses and Aaron go back out to the people and verse 11 starts with Moses 

saying, “ “Listen, you rebels, shall we bring water for you out of this 

rock?” Then Moses lifted up his hand and struck the rock twice with 

his staff; water came out abundantly, and the congregation and their 

livestock drank.” 

But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust in me, to 

show my holiness before the eyes of the Israelites, therefore you shall 

not bring this assembly into the land that I have given them.” 

That’s it.  That’s the big sin.  Except it’s not exactly clear what *that* is.  Is 

because Moses struck the rock rather than command the rock?  Is it 

because he could the people “rebels”?  Is it because he said “shall 

*we* bring water for you out of this rock” rather than crediting God? 
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Compared to everything else that Moses has done and had to put up with, 

*this* gets him denied entry into the Promised Land—because he 

didn’t one thing exactly the right way? 

But in the broader context, it does seem that Moses actions reflect a bit of 

an “old guard” mentality.  Though the situation is similar to the 

previous episode of no water, it is a different group of people—in fact, 

it is an entirely different generation.  The whole first generation has 

died off except for Moses and Aaron, and Aaron dies shortly 

thereafter.  As God promised, none of them was to enter the Promised 

Land because of their lack of trust in God. 

Moses appears to be stuck in the old ways.  To this new generation who are 

about to leave the wilderness finally where they raised and born and 

enter the new land like, Moses could have said something uplifting 

like, “The Lord will provide.  See how God gives you water even from 

a rock.”  Instead, Moses insults them and says, “You want water, 

here!” and he strikes the rock annoyed and irritated.   

Moses has led them this far, but it’s time the people look to God, not to 

Moses, and to trust in God, rely on God.  Moses’ job was to get them 

from Egypt to Palestine, not into Palestine.  He was a transitional 

leader.   

Then happens all the time in business and even in the church.  Someone is 

brought in to help fix things up, often doing unpopular, but necessary 

things, and then leaves after they have righted the ship for someone 

else to take it from there. 

What does Moses say after God tells him, “No Promised Land for you”?  

Nothing.  He just continues to lead the people and do what God says. 
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He does say to God another time or two, “Y’know, I’d really like to enter the 

land.”  But God rebuffs him.  And Moses eventually resigns himself to 

his fate and probably deep down knows this is the way things have to 

be; he just, y’know, *really* would have liked to just to set foot in the 

land he struggled so hard to bring the people. 

But this doesn’t mean that God didn’t love Moses.  Though Moses is not 

permitted to enter the land, God gives him an extraordinary vision of 

it from high above.  And though the NRSV elides over it, after Moses 

death the Hebrew says, “he buried him.”  That is, God buried Moses.   

And even as Moses is separated from the Israelites in death, he becomes 

present to them in memory. The people complete the full period of 

mourning, and even though Joshua steps in to lead them, the 

narrative pauses to commemorate Moses’ uniqueness. 

Curiously, what is celebrated is not his character or his heroism, or even his 

faith. What is important is that he was the one whom God knew face 

to face, and through whom God performed such signs and wonders.  

In memory, then, Moses remains the one through whom God became fully 

known. Though he appears to be excluded, he is the key to the 

people’s memory of God’s mighty acts of deliverance, and therefore of 

their ongoing covenantal relationship. In memory, then, Moses 

remains the glue keeping Israel and God together. 

Today’s gospel reading affirms the continuing importance of Moses’s work 

on behalf of Israel long after his death. Jesus’ argument with the 

Pharisees is not whether the Torah is valid, but in what way it is to be 

fulfilled. For Jesus, it is not a matter of picking and choosing among 
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the commandments, but of understanding that the entire Torah 

bends toward the love of God and neighbor.  

In this story of Moses’ death, we see that love clearly, in Moses’ self-giving 

love for Israel, in God’s care for Moses at his death, and, finally, in 

Israel’s loving memory of Moses as the one who surpassed all others 

in bringing God near. 

And so, it can be with us.  Despite our tough times, God does love us; he 

may just have different plans than we do. And though we might be 

understandably disappointed, we should continue to love God and 

show that by actively reaching out and helping others as a 

manifestation of our love for them. 

It can be tough—but that’s love. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


