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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: Gilead as far as Dan, 2 all 

Naphtali, the land of Ephraim and Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as the Western Sea, 3 

the Negeb, and the Plain—that is, the valley of Jericho, the city of palm trees—as far as Zoar. 

4 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.” 5 Then Moses, the servant of the LORD, died there in the land 

of Moab, at the LORD’s command. 6 He was buried in a valley in the land of Moab, opposite 

Beth-peor, but no one knows his burial place to this day. 7 Moses was one hundred twenty 

years old when he died; his sight was unimpaired and his vigor had not abated. 8 The Israelites 

wept for Moses in the plains of Moab thirty days; then the period of mourning for Moses was 

ended.  

9 Joshua son of Nun was full of the spirit of wisdom, because Moses had laid his hands on him; 

and the Israelites obeyed him, doing as the LORD had commanded Moses.  

10 Never since has there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face 

to face. 11 He was unequalled 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, 12 and 

for all the mighty deeds and all the terrifying displays of power that Moses performed in the 

sight of all Israel.  

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

We read this Sunday the closing chapter of the Torah, Moses has led the people for 40 years 

in the wilderness, but he will lead them no further. In this final conversation with the Lord, 

he is told – look at the land – survey it all, the land promised to your ancestors:  

‘I have let you see it with your eyes, but you shall not cross over there’. 

I suppose we all find limits difficult to deal with. We teach our children the meaning of the 

word ‘no’ and it’s an important lesson. We have to be persistent – ‘yes’ is welcomed, but ‘no’ 

is fought against, challenged, disliked. In an age that has promoted choice over and above most 

other things, being told ‘no’, having limits placed upon us, and worse still having our 

expectations dashed or completely upset is an unsettling experience. Capitalism is all about 

saying ‘yes’ – ‘yes’ you can have the latest phone, car, gadget, holiday, whatever it is, it’s  a 

‘yes’ – buy now, pay later: deferred responsibility, immediate pleasure.   

And so God’s resounding ‘no’ to Moses here is challenging, surprising and instructive on so 

many levels. Covid-19 has introduced our individualistic and freedom loving society to an 

epoch changing experience of restriction; we’ve heard a whole host of ‘no’s’ from the 

government and from health experts. We are being asked to act not just for our own interests 

but for the interests of our whole society. It’s been and continues to be a formative 

experience.  



Page 3 of 3 
 

What will happen next; what will the world look like in a year? We genuinely don’t know, we 

can’t even predict what Christmas will look like. To live with such uncertainty is unsettling – 

it is of course like wandering in a wilderness, having to trust and have faith even when there 

is no water or food. 40 years was the length of their wilderness experience, we don’t know 

how long ours will be. Maybe we will die before it ends….  

We return to Moses who’s surveying the land, the Promised Land – the future, the fulfilment 

of all he’s been working for just ahead of him, out of touch – just over there. He can see but 

he cannot inhabit. He can long for but he cannot know what it’s like to receive.   

The end of an epoch. The end of a hero. The end of the greatest prophet who knew the Lord 

‘face to face’; who performed unequalled signs and wonders.   

And yet Moses is buried in an unmarked grave.  

The manner in which Moses dies and the absence of a grave is deliberate, it draws attention 

away from Moses and towards his real legacy, the Torah itself. The individual is not more 

important than the community.  

Moses has led the people through their foundational story of liberation and redemption; the 

story they will repeat over and over again. A story of liberation, of God’s faithfulness, of God’s 

mercy and loving-kindness. To be part of that story is more important than being part of the 

next chapter, because learning to trust in God whatever context we find ourselves in, is to 

‘arrive’, to metaphorically ‘enter the land’.  

Maybe the ‘no’ isn’t so bad after all, indeed at the beginning of the pandemic only 9% of adults 

wanted things to go back to the way they were. No can be liberating, it can be creative and 

life-giving. It can stop us following our desires and enable us to focus on what we really need 

to thrive and flourish.   

  

What rightful limits does God place on our lives and our choices?  

What is it like to hear the word ‘no’ from God?   

How much struggling do you do against God’s no to you? 

 

Look up:  

Numbers 27:12-end – Moses is punished   

Numbers 20:10-12 – the account of the incidence for which Moses is punished; what is he 

punished for? 


