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When I was a kid, probably 4th grade or 5th grade, I was addicted to this series of books 
called Choose Your Own Adventure books. I used to check them out from the library and pour 
over them.  The way they worked was you would be reading and it would ask you to make a 
choice, if you want to go into the cave and look for bears, turn to page 26, or if you want to 
go into the forest with the trolls, turn to page 35. One choice would lead you to further 
adventure and decision-making and the other would usually lead to your death.   
 
Sorry, the troll fed you poisonous mushrooms and now you are dead. But in the cave there 
were actually no bears but treasures and a map to the castle—so now if you want to follow 
the map towards the castle, then turn to page 63, or if you want to use the treasure to buy a 
horse, turn to page 92. I always wanted to read every possible scenario. The decisions you 
made were usually just random steps of fate, which defied by logic, made it that much harder 
to get to the end of the book alive.   
 
Today in our passage from Deuteronomy, Moses is setting out a “choose your own 
adventure” narrative for the Israelites. Moses has gathered the people together in the land of 
Moab for this valedictorian speech to his people. The people had been through slavery, they 
escaped by the Red Sea, they received the Ten Commandments, and had wandered in the 
wilderness together. Now they are about to go into the Promised Land, but Moses 
unfortunately does not get to go with them for he is about to die. They have to go by 
themselves into this new land, but Moses is not going to let them go without parting 
words—a final will and testament from their beloved, fearless leader. What we heard today is 
the conclusion of this address, which is actually a sermon that probably took him a few 
hours to preach. But the conclusion is simply, “I have set before you today life and 
prosperity, death and adversity. I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses.  
Choose life.” 
 
It seems like the easiest decision ever presented—Door #1 is life and blessings. Door #2 is 
curses and death. Behind #1 you find a life of obedience, one of loving neighbor, walking in 
God’s ways, and showing loyalty to God alone—along with it you get prosperity, land, 
descendants, blessings, and eternal life. Behind Door #2 you find a life of total freedom, 
where you do what you want and worship whatever small gods you find interesting—but 
you also find isolation from God and God’s covenant and God’s blessings and ultimately 
you find death. If the Israelites choose to stay in covenant with God, then their future would 
be secure. They would live on the land, their land would be fertile and prosperous, and they 
as a people would be blessed with many offspring and descendants.  On the contrary, if they 
refuse covenantal life with God, they are picking to have their existence devoid of God’s 
presence.  Choose life, Moses urges, a choice that will result in great blessings.   
 
One of the issues at hand is that Moses is insisting they must pick. You cannot waffle in the 
land of uncertainty for too long—pick life or pick death. Yet we can hardly decide until the 
last minute whether to attend a baby shower or a baseball game.  
 



 2 

The reason this decision isn’t as easy as it seems is that one choice seems limiting. Obedience 
to God’s path for our lives seems to restrain us whereas autonomy and the freedom to do as 
we like seems liberating yet that is part of the illusion. It might feel like freedom for a 
moment to a teenager to steal their parents’ car and cruise around town for a night—but that 
is not real freedom. Lots of what we label freedom is actually rebellion, selfishness, and 
idolatry. The Zak Brown Band has a song called “Colder Weather” and the chorus goes, 
“Oh, I wanna see you again but I’m stuck in colder weather. Maybe tomorrow will be better. 
Can I call you then? Cause I’m a ramblin’ man. I ain’t never gonna change. I got a 
*rambling* soul to blame and I was born for leavin’.” The rambling parts of our souls are so 
enticed by the illusions of freedom that we put the things we care about on hold, we ignore 
ultimate concerns, and we cheat on our principles, but eventually we pay for those decisions 
and realize the freedom we thought we were enjoying has trapped us. Have you ever been 
trapped by your so-called freedom? 
 
C.S. Lewis said, “Obedience is the road to freedom.” Choose obedience and you are picking 
life and blessing, that is the message from Moses. Choosing death is a slow process of giving 
ourselves up to what does not matter. And that is idolatry. Choosing death is not choosing 
to die but rather to not live fully—and in that choice there is no freedom. Moses sees this 
clearly because he is actually dying. He is telling the Israelites they need to pick what matters, 
seek lives of purpose, and bow only to God alone. The proximity of physical death focuses 
the mind to make decisions about how we spend our time and how we relate to God. But 
Moses demands the Israelites not wait until their own deathbeds to make these decisions— 
for he contends God will not tolerate indecision.   
 
My godfather in Minnesota is in his late sixties and he has recently received the painful news 
that the cancer in his lungs will be called the champion in his battle, the treatments have 
been removed, and hospice has been called. We have been having weekly phone calls to talk 
about life and death, family and faith. He has had a strong faith throughout his life and it has 
not really wavered through his battle with cancer. He told me this week he expects to have 
30—90 days left to live. This will focus one’s mind. He has a lot less patience for some 
things and yet new energy for things of significance and meaning.  In his final lap around the 
track, he is choosing life.   
 
A covenantal relationship with God demands a definite, concrete decision. You have to 
decide life or death—this is no less than picking good vs. evil.  The choices are sin and death 
OR the good life as God has intended it—loving your God, obeying his Word, and serving 
his people. There is a side of this, which is “pick rightly so you will be blessed” but on the 
other side of the coin, Moses is saying “God isn’t messing around here and those curses, 
God mentions, well you saw what happened in the plagues, right?”   
 
When was the last time you heard a good sermon about God’s wrath in a Presbyterian 
Church? There is an element of that in Moses’ words. The Interpreters Bible Commentary 
on this text said, “The unending task of prophet, teacher, and preacher is so to present 
man’s relationship to God that man shall not blindly seek to remain neutral. Genuine 
religion is urgent religion. I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, that I have 
set before you life and death.” Genuine religion is urgent religion. Moses did not use his final 
words to regale them with stories, thank them for friendship, and tell a few jokes about 
eating all that manna. No, he used his very final words to preach, to urge, to convince, to 
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implore them. Choose covenant and relationship with God and receive life. Reject covenant 
and relationship with God and you will have picked death.   
 
Jesus repeatedly asked the people to choose relationship, choose service, choose obedience.  
“Follow me,” he said.  This was an invitation into a rich, blessed life of discipleship.  But it 
was their choice. And it is our choice is today. No one is forced to become a disciple. No 
one is forced to pick a life of abundance and obedience and relationship with God—yet it is 
what God hopes for us all.   
 
Moses’ parting words to his beloved people, “I set before you today life and prosperity, 
death and adversity. If you love the Lord, walk in his ways, and observe his commandments 
then you shall live and be blessed. But if you turn away and do not hear and are led astray 
and bow down to other gods you shall perish. Choose life.” Choose life. Every day. Choose 
life.   
 
Choose obedience. Choose relationship. Choose service. Choose justice. Choose mercy.  
Choose love. Choose forgiveness. Choose faith. Choose discipline. Choose God. And you 
shall live and be blessed. 
 
Amen.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


