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We’ve been hearing a lot about Moses in recent weeks: how he was called to be God’s 
emissary to Pharaoh; how he led the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, out of the bonds 
of slavery; how he received God’s law on Mount Sinai; and how he interceded with 
God on the Israelites’ behalf when they went astray. 
 
Well, in this morning’s reading from Deuteronomy, Moses’ story comes to an end.  
Moses and the Israelites have wandered in the wilderness of the Sinai desert for forty 
years.  Finally, they come to the Jordan River and the Promised Land beyond.  They 
come to the end of their long journey together.  Moses is 120 years old.  Nevertheless, 
the Bible tell us, his eyesight is still good and he is still active. 
 
Indeed, he is strong enough to climb to the top of Mount Nebo, about 2700 feet above 
sea level! From there he looks out on the grand vista below him – the Promised Land!  
“The Lord showed him the whole land: Gilead as far as Dan, all Naphtali, the land of 
Ephraim and Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as the Western Sea, the Negeb, and 
the Plain—that is, the valley of Jericho, the city of palm trees—as far as Zoar. 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”; I have let you see it with your eyes, but you 
shall not cross over there.’”  At that very moment, Moses dies!  He comes to the end of 
his journey. 
 
It is a particularly memorable moment in the American psyche, due in large part to 
Martin Luther King, Jr’s reference to it in what would prove to be the last speech of his 
own life.  It was April 3, 1968.  King was in Memphis to support the striking sanitation 
workers there.  Speaking at the Mason Temple (the headquarters of the Church of God 
in Christ), he referred to threats he was receiving: “some began to . . . talk about the 
threats that were out. What would happen to me from some of our sick white brothers? 
!!Well, I don't know what will happen now. We've got some difficult days ahead. But it 
really 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 
to 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 so 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!”  The very 
next day, Martin King would be shot and killed, gunned down by an assassin’s bullet at 
the young age of 39. 
 
Remembering King’s last day helps me to remember Moses’ final hours: “I’ve been to 
the mountaintop. . . . And I’ve seen the Promised Land.” 



 
It is a reminder to us all that we are mortal, and that when the end comes we may not 
get to enjoy the final fruits of our labors.  We may not make it to the Promised Land.  
Moses didn’t.  Neither did King.  As the 20th-century Protestant theologian Reinhold 
Niebuhr put it: "Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore 
we must be saved by hope.”  We place our hope in future generations, in our children 
and our children’s children, that they will carry on where we have left off. 
 
When someone dies, we mourn their passing and, at the same time, we celebrate the life 
they lived.  The Israelites did the same.  They mourned Moses’ death for a period of 
thirty days.  They also celebrated his life and leadership.  Part of this morning’s reading 
from Deuteronomy almost sounds like a eulogy for Moses: 
 
“Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face 
to face. He was unequaled for all the signs and wonders that the Lord sent him to 
perform in the land of Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his servants and his entire land, 
and for all the mighty deeds and all the terrifying displays of power that Moses 
performed in the sight of all Israel.” 
 
To remember Moses is to remember an extraordinary life story – a story that has 
captured people’s imaginations for centuries.  Moses was born in Egypt to a Levite 
couple.  At the time, Pharaoh had ordered that all boys born to Hebrew women be 
killed.  Pharaoh was concerned that the Hebrews were outnumbering the Egyptians 
and might eventually pose a threat to Egypt’s security.  Moses’ mother hid him for three 
months until she could do so no longer.  Then she put him in a basket and placed it in 
among the reeds along the riverbank.  Moses’ sister stood at a distance, to see what 
would happen. 
 
Well, Pharaoh’s daughter comes down to the river to bathe and discovers the basket 
with the child in it.  She defies her father’s order and takes pity on the child.  Moses’ 
sister asks if she would like her to find a Hebrew woman to nurse the child for her, and 
Pharaoh’s daughter says yes.  So, the girl returns with a Hebrew woman, who 
unbeknownst to Pharaoh’s daughter is actually Moses’ mother.  Pharaoh’s daughter 
instructs her to nurse the baby for her.  When the child grows up, he is brought to 
Pharaoh’s daughter, who raises him as her adopted son. 
 
We can only guess that Moses had a highly privileged upbringing.  Growing up as he 
did in Pharaoh’s household, he must have lived well – abundant food, the finest clothes, 
a good education.  Nevertheless, Moses never forgot where he came from, he never 
forgot that he was a Hebrew.  As a young man, when he saw an Egyptian beating a 
Hebrew, one of his kinsfolk, he killed the Egyptian and covered the body with sand.  
He hoped to get away with it.  But Moses soon learned that the news was out.  When 
Pharaoh heard about it, he sought to have Moses killed.  So, Moses fled to the land of 
Midian as a fugitive from justice.  There, he becomes part of a priest’s family.  He 
marries one of the priest’s daughters and they have a son.  
 
One day, while shepherding his father-in-law’s flock of animals, Moses comes to Mount 
Horeb, and sees a bush that is on fire but is not consumed by the flames.  He 
approaches it out of curiosity and then hears the voice of God speaking to him from the 
bush.  God calls Moses to return to Egypt and to demand the Israelites’ freedom.    
 



It was a tall order.  God was asking a lot of Moses, but there was no one better placed to 
do the job.  He was a Hebrew who identified with his people, and at the same time he 
was an insider in Pharaoh’s court.  He was the right person at the right time.  Still, 
Moses was reluctant to accept God’s call.  He had all sorts of questions and excuses for 
God.  But in the end God wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
 
Moses returns to Egypt with his family.  Fortunately for him, all the people who had 
been seeking to kill him had died, including the Pharaoh of Egypt.  Moses confronts a 
new Pharaoh with God’s demands.  And every time Pharaoh refuses to free the 
Israelites, God sends a plague upon Egypt – ten in all -- water turned to blood, frogs, 
gnats, flies, pestilence, boils, thunder and hail, locusts, darkness, and finally the death of 
the Egyptians’ firstborn.  The tenth plague was the last straw.  Pharaoh finally relented.  
“Go!  Leave us!  Take your flocks and your herds and be gone!”  But once the Israelites 
had left, Pharaoh changed his mind, took his army and went after them. 
 
This is the dramatic scene where God parts the Red Sea and allows the Israelites to cross 
over into the Sinai desert, but drowns the Egyptian Army in the sea.  Fifty days later, 
the Israelites come to Mount Sinai, where Moses receives God’s law.   
 
Moses was a faithful servant of God and a great leader of his people.  He was also a 
murderer!  Remember the Egyptian he killed before fleeing to Midian?  Sometimes God 
uses the most unlikely people to do his will! 
 
Many of us have skeletons in our closets – things in our past that we never disclose to 
others for fear of what they might think of us. We may have done something that seems 
unforgiveable.  We may feel like God would never use us for anything important.  Like 
Moses, we might respond to God’s call, asking “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, 
and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”  But in spite of our pasts, in spite of the things 
we’ve done that we regret, in spite of our feelings of inadequacy, God calls each of us to 
serve him in one way or another.  God offers us forgiveness and redemption and calls 
us to life anew. 
 
As author Marianne Williamson, puts it: “We ask ourselves, Who am I to be brilliant, 
gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. 
Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about 
shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to 
shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. 
It's not just in some of us; it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we 
unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from 
our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.” 
 
May we find inspiration in the story of Moses.  May we listen for and hear God’s call in 
our lives.  May we answer God’s call and live as faithful servants of God.  May we seek 
to liberate ourselves and others from the bonds that hold us captive.  May we live in 
freedom and have hope in the future.  May it be so. Amen. 
 
 
 


