Moses and the Mountains    
Reading Deuteronomy 8 v 6-20

Today we have reached the fifth book in the Old testament – Deuteronomy, which means the repetition of the law.  The Ten Commandments from Exodus 20 do reappear in chapter 5 but the book of Deuteronomy is not just repeating the previous books.  
Leviticus, for instance, is largely about the laws connected with the priests and Levites and how they are to perform the offerings and ceremonies. Deuteronomy is concerned with lots of the details of everyday life – it is almost an “Enquire Within” for the Israelites on all manner of activities.
What they were allowed to eat?  Depends on the animal’s habits and anatomy. Chapter 14
Making clothes for the family?  Don’t mix wool and linen.  Chapter  22 v11
Finding a straying or injured donkey?  Look after it until it can be returned to its owner.  Chapter 22 v4
What to do about debts owed by fellow Israelites?  Cancel them every 7th year.  Chapter 15.
Building a house?  Consider health and safety and make a parapet around your flat roof.  Chapter 22 v8
Going to war?  Don’t cut down fruit trees to build siege engines.  Chapter 20 v19
There are instructions on choosing a king (yes, God knew they were going to want to do that) and how he should behave.   He should not be a foreigner nor should he enrich himself or forget to revere God and follow the law.  Chapter 17 v14-20.
There are even rules on how to deal with an unsolved murder.  Look at Chapter 21 v1-9 to find the answer to that.

Throughout the book we hear the voice of Moses as he prepares to lead the Children of Israel out of the wilderness after their forty years of wandering.   First he reminds them of God’s promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to give them a land of their own, and how spies were sent out to take a look at that land and reported back that it was a good one.  He reminds them of their long years in the wilderness and how they constantly grumbled and rebelled and disobeyed God (and Moses) so that eventually He said that none of the men who came out of Egypt would enter the land (apart from Joshua and Caleb).  Finally Moses reminded them of their recent adventures since they left the wilderness and travelled the final miles up the Eastern side of the Dead Sea, of the enemies they encountered and defeated, including the fearsome giant Og, king of Bashan, famous for his enormous iron bed.  
Moses may have spent his formative years in the fertile flood plain of Egypt but his later life is marked by his experiences with mountains and four of these are mentioned in Deuteronomy.  Chronologically, the first is Sinai (or Horeb as it is known in Deuteronomy).
In chapter 5 Moses reminds the people of how early in their wanderings they were  gathered below that mountain, cowering below the thick clouds, the thunder and lightning, the shaking of the ground, the blazing fire at its summit and the increasing sound of a trumpet – and then Moses disappeared up the mountain to meet with God and receive the Ten Commandments.
“Remember that day” says Moses  4 v10
“Remember how you provoked the Lord with a golden calf.   9 v7
Remember the time of your departure from Egypt 16v3
Remember how you were slaves there  16v12
Remember what the Lord did to Pharoah and all Egypt  7v18
Remember the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert for 40 years”  8v2
There are occasions to remember difficult periods in our lives – for repentance if necessary- and for thanks to God for guiding and supporting us through them.
But chapter 8 also looks forward – telling the people they are going into a good land – a land where they will have all they need.  “When you have eaten and are satisfied……..be careful that you do not forget the Lord your |God and fail to do what He has commanded you.”
During these difficult times we can trust the Lord to bring us through into something new – perhaps even to a different type of church.  But when He does and we are able to look back on this year as something that is in the past we must not forget what the Lord has shown us during this time.  Some people have been able to learn to depend on Him more, some have become aware of Him working in new ways – whatever the lessons learnt we must not forget them when we reach different times.

Moses’ second mountain is Pisgah.  He tells the people how, from the east of the Dead Sea, God showed him the new land.  It is as though He said “Look  – but you can’t touch. You will not enter the land”.  
God was angry with Moses because nearly 40 years earlier he had been instructed to speak to the rock at Meribah and water would pour out for the thirsty people.  Instead, exasperated by the Israelites’ quarrelling and grumbling, Moses struck the rock thus, as God said “not trusting in Him enough to honour Him as holy”.
It was a huge disappointment to Moses and, as he  said to the Israelites, it was “because of you that the Lord was angry with me.”  He certainly had a point.  We all have times of disappointment and trouble that we quite reasonably feel are not our fault.  There’s always someone to blame – sometimes rightly so. How do we deal with this.  In chapters 1 and 3 when Moses thinks about it he appears angry and resentful but we will see later what was his final reaction to the situation.
But first there are the two mountains of Ebal and Gerizhim to consider.  Moses never climbed them himself because they were on the other side of Jordan in what became Samaria.  (The mountain in the story of the woman at the well in John 4 is Gerizhim.)  However, Moses gave instructions as to what was to happen there when the Israelites reached the strategic pass between them.  They would already be in the land but they needed to be reminded of what God required of them there.  They had been told many times but now there would be a way to reinforce that lesson.  It is said that we learn more by doing than by listening.
The tribes were divided into two groups – firstly into those descended from Jacob’s two wives Leah and Rachel and they were sent off to climb Mount Gerizhim.  There was no sitting quietly to listen to a message then – they had to struggle up the slopes of a considerable mountain.  Not quite the size of Snowdon but think of the high fells in the Lake District – Great Gable or Scafell Pike. The second group, descended from Jacob’s maid-servants Zilpah and Bilhah were sent to climb Mt Ebal.  Slipping and sweating, struggling in the heat, they finally all reached the summits and upper slopes. 
There the Levites recited to the first group on Gerizhim all the blessings that would be theirs if they obeyed God and to the group on Ebal all the curses if they disobeyed Him.  After each blessing and curse the people had to roar out “Amen”.  That should have been a memorable occasion.  Those who were there could never have forgotten the feel and the sound of it. As Moses said “ I won’t be there to remind you of these things but surely this day will stick in your minds”.
They needed to remember that they were in a covenant relationship with God and that they were saying Amen to their side of the agreement, which was to walk in His ways and to obey His commands.
We too are a people in a covenant relationship with God, a new covenant made through the blood of Jesus.  He called us and we responded and agreed to walk in His ways.  Perhaps we didn’t realize how difficult it was going to be at times but we are still bound to Him.  God still wants to bless His people but He requires them to act as His people.  
Moses said to the Israelites concerning the law  “They are not just idle words for you – they are your life.”  Similarly His words to us are both a way of living and the key to everlasting life.
What more could Moses do to encourage and warn the people?   It was almost time for him to climb his final mountain -Nebo, which was close to Pisgah.  Again he could see the land which God had promised and which he could not enter.  But now he has finished complaining to the Israelites about the part they had played in his loss.  Instead he concentrates on encouraging them to go on without him.  “Be strong and courageous” he says “because the Lord your God Himself will cross over ahead of you.” 
He summons Joshua and in the presence of all he commissions him to lead the people, encouraging him and assuring him of God’s permanent presence with him.  
Next Moses writes down the law and gives it to the priests to take with the people, he  gives them a song (chapter 32) which speaks to them yet again about both their past and their future and finally he gives them his blessing.  Each tribe receives a different blessing according to their differing personalities and capabilities.
Then he climbed Mount Nebo, took a final look at the Promised Land and died there on the eastern side of Jordan.
That ends the story of Moses but the Children of Israel went on under the leadership of Joshua, who had been filled with the spirit of wisdom.  And so today God’s people continue to go on – sometimes fully trusting, sometimes wavering, sometimes grumbling and disobeying – but still, at the very least, wanting to continue on and relying on God’s forgiveness and strengthening.  Everything seems to be changing around us and we cannot understand what He is doing or where he is taking us but we can rely on the fact that He is the same God who said to Joshua through Moses  “The Lord Himself goes before you and will be with you; He will never leave you nor forsake you.  Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.”  (chap 31v8)


