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Deuteronomy 34:1-12 

Matthew 22:34-46 

Sometimes things in life don't work out as you expect.  The Pharisees didn’t expect Jesus to manage 

to silence them, even though he had shut the mouths of the Sadducee.  Far less did they expect him 

to do it by using the Law itself.  The Pharisees didn't know how to cope with this unexpected turn of 

events.  How we cope with the unexpected shows what is grounding our lives, what is important to 

us.  People must have expected that Moses would finish the Exodus.  He was old, yes, but he was, 

we are told, undiminished in wisdom and in physical strength.  They had come so far, gone through 

so much together under his leadership: surely he would see them safely through to the end of the 

journey. 

Moses himself knew that he would not be the one to finish the job.  God had told him so when he 

was disobedient over the matter of speaking to a rock: instead he had struck it to get water out - a 

method which had worked for him before and wouldn't look so daft as speaking to it.  God had 

given him the water, but had told him that he would not now enter the promised land: he would see 

it, but that was all.  (Numbers 20:10-13)   

So today we read of him seeing it, seeing it but not entering it.  But if other people knew that he had 

been told he would not enter the land, they would very likely conveniently forget, especially as time 

went on and the land drew nearer and Moses seemed as hale and hearty as ever.  He had led them 

for so long.  Who could ever replace him?  Even Moses himself may have sometimes wondered if 

God had relented. 

But God took him up Mount Pisgah and told him to look and see the land, because it was time to 

die.  For all of us the time to die comes sooner or later, and many of us would rather not think about 

it, and would hope to put off thinking about it as long as possible.  That's human: it is not 

particularly Christian, but it is human.  But such was Moses' love for God - he loved the Lord his 

God with all his heart and his soul and his mind - that when God told him his time had come, he 

didn't argue or remonstrate with God.  Moses, who had argued with God and got away with it more 

than most.   

In many ways Moses is the archetype of the person Jesus was describing when he named the most 

important commandments.  He loved the Lord his God with all his heart and soul and mind, and he 

had come to love his neighbour as himself.  Which is remarkable, when you think about it.  He 

didn't have the family background for it.  Psychologists discuss endlessly about the various 

competing influences of nature and nurture, without coming to a firm conclusion.  As far as faith in 

God went, you might say that Moses had the nature: his mother was God-fearing, but then faith in 

God doesn't come through the blood.  It has often been said that God has no grandchildren.  And 

Moses didn't have the nurture to teach him.   

He was brought up at the Pharaoh's court, with only memories of his mother's stories to teach him 

anything about the true God, the God of his own people.  These must have seemed quite weak and 

odd compared to the dynastic myths of the family with whom he now lived, the strange and brutal 

religion of ancient Egypt.  We know how far from God's ways Moses was when we see him killing 

the Egyptian overlord in an attempt to help his own people.  He had yet to learn Thou shalt not kill. 



But then he met God at the burning bush, while he was still an exile and expecting to live his life as 

a nomadic shepherd.  He met God, God gave him a  job to do, and the very first thing he did was to 

argue.  He was afraid to go back to the Pharaoh's court.  He was afraid to put himself into danger for 

his people on the say-so of God.  He had yet to learn to love God and his neighbour.  But God loved 

him.  God was prepared to work with him, so he didn't go off to find another leader, but gave him 

Aaron as a partner. 

And then we see Moses - and although Aaron was his partner, it is Moses we see - learning faith in 

action as he took his stand before the Pharaoh.  Until we try out our faith, we will never know what 

can be done.  Unless he had gone to Pharaoh, tried to convince him with the odd things his rod 

could do, he would never have discovered that God was trustworthy and meant to be faithful to him 

and help him to lead out the people. Many of us are not sure at times if we trust God, and so we 

hold back from trying to do anything in his name: acts of power or acts of love or acts of 

compassion: because we fear human reactions more than we trust God. But Moses got past that, and 

once he trusted enough to try, he discovered that his God was utterly true. 

Next we see him showing leadership at the first crisis of the Exodus: when they had to cross the 

Red sea (or Sea of reeds).  He is leading the people for their good, not for his glory.  When they see 

the armies of the Pharaoh coming after them, they make the first of their many complaints against 

Moses, asking if there were no graves in Egypt that he had to bring them to the desert to die there.  

And Moses encourages them to stand fast and see the salvation of the Lord (Exodus 14:13)  He 

doesn’t ask them to trust him, but to trust God.  He has learned that lesson, and he wants the people 

to learn it too: to love the Lord with heart, soul and mind, and love includes trust. 

And then we see him once more arguing with God.  The people had made a golden calf - we read of 

it last week - and God wanted to forget his work with them, so faithless were they, and start again 

with Moses, who was becoming so faithful.  But Moses pleaded for the people.  He loved the Lord 

his God with heart, soul and mind, and he loved his neighbour more than himself.  He rejected the 

glory that could come to him as the founder of a great people - and in fact we never hear of Moses' 

dynasty, although he did have a son, and even his grave is unknown so that in death it could not 

become overly revered - he rejected personal glory because he wanted God to get all the honour as 

the God of love and forgiveness.   

On they go through the desert, and we see Moses praying for the people and providing for them:  

manna, quail, water, all given by God via Moses.  And when the people come to the promised land 

for the first time, and are so overawed by the report of most of the spies sent out, and say it would 

be better to go back to Egypt, Moses pleads with God for them again, arguing with God that he 

should not give up on them, because of what the Egyptians would conclude about him (Numbers 

14). 

We see Moses loving his neighbour as himself over and again, pleading for them when it seemed 

snakes would consume them, teaching them the law and helping them to worship God.  Moses was 

a great one to argue with God, but as his life went on, as he came to know and love God better, his 

arguments were not for himself.  After the burning bush, we rarely see Moses asking anything for 

himself: always he is concerned for the people, or for the reputation of God himself.  That is what 

love for God and our neighbour looks like, and it is what it does for us: it teaches us selflessness, 

and teaches us to look at our own lives with the questions “How can my life bring glory to God, or 

help others to know him for themselves?” 

Moses was an example of someone who loved God and others above himself.   Of course, he wasn't 

perfect.  There was the time he killed the Egyptian, there was his initial reluctance to obey God and 

lead the people, and there was that incident when he was afraid or embarrassed to obey God and 

speak to the rock.  But thorough his life Moses was learning by doing and enacting what he had 



learned in what he did next.  And what he had learned was to love the Lord his God with heart, soul 

and mind, and to love his neighbour as himself.  At the end of his life what he had learned showed 

in what he did and did not do. God told him that the time had come for him to die, and Moses did 

not argue. 

He accepted what he was told.  He was content with what God gave him, a glimpse of the promised 

land, an assurance that his life and his efforts would not have been in vain, and then he died with no 

murmur of complaint on his lips.  That's probably more than most of us would do: we always have 

another goal we would like to reach, another event to be present at; we always think ourselves 

indispensable to others. 

If we love God first, last and best of all, then when our ending time comes, we will know better than 

to argue, and know too that it is better for us, as Paul said, to depart and be with the Lord, no matter 

what we leave behind. 

Moses loved the Lord his God with heart, soul and mind and his neighbour as himself.  He was not 

the only one ever to do so.  Your life may have been blessed by knowing such a person: they come 

in all kinds of guises: old or young, quiet or out-going, man or woman.   Some make waves that 

wash around the world, while others shine quietly, making better their own small corner of the 

world.  They are not perfect people, but those who have learned form God to be forgiven and to go 

on in trust and in service: love is so often shown in service. 

  The greatest of all, of course, and the one who had no faults, was Jesus.  Jesus, whose love for us, 

his neighbours, was so great that he was prepared to lay down his life for us: whose love for God 

was enough to hold him to the cross even when he felt God no longer loved and had abandoned 

him. 

When Jesus named the greatest commandments, he knew what he was talking about.  He knew that 

they were greatest in terms of being hardest.  He knew that they were greatest in terms of how they 

would transform the world, and especially those who set out to keep them.  He knew that they were 

greatest because they are the only commands that bring us within God’s nature, and so within his 

family.  He knew that they were greatest because through his keeping of them he would win our 

salvation, so that no matter how unexpected life may be, no matter how and when God tells us it is 

time to die and leave our life in this world, we will always be held in the circle of love which God 

makes with us when we live our lives in service to him.   

Amen 


