
DEUTERONOMY 30:15-20        CHOICES     

 As many know,  Phil and I are traveling to Paris and London as of Tuesday of this week.  

This is no small feat for us!  It was my idea; we haven’t traveled overseas since 1996, and 

several significant events are presently aligning: Phil was retiring, he was turning 65, we were 

celebrating our 30th wedding anniversary, and my brother and his wife were celebrating their 25th 

anniversary. Just seemed like the four of us should do it up a bit, you know?  So, I suggested this 

trip, and we decided to go for it.  That decision was a choice, but although the most significant of 

our trip related choices, it was by far from the last choice.  In fact, we’ve lived in a seemingly 

constant state of decision making since then.  When should we go?  Which flight should we 

take?  Where will we stay?  These are also fairly big choices.  But now, just a few days before 

leaving, we’re down to the small choices: two pairs of walking shoes or one pair?  Should we 

bring one pair of pants that are a little dressier?  Should I trade out one of my long sleeved shirts 

for a short sleeved shirt?  And bizarre though it seems, at least for me, it’s those little choices that 

wear me right out.  I can’t wait to go so I can stop making all of these packing decisions! 

 And this is just standard for so many of our life situations.  Like, you decide to buy a 

house, but that’s just the beginning.  You’re swamped with choices about financing, move-in 

dates, packing procedure, purchasing light fixtures, choosing paint colors and on and on.  Similar 

scenarios apply for deciding to start a new job, or have a baby, or get married, or end a 

relationship or pursue a course of medical treament; one significant choice cascades into a series 

of further choices, until our ability to make decisions can get used up. 

 I don’t want to stress anyone out, but here’s what I might consider the kicker in all of 

this-- quite often our choices have long term consequences, so much more so then we might 



easily comprehend at the time. We see the truth of this as we encounter ourselves and others 

every day.  There’s that  3-pack a day smoker who now has emphysema; if only they’d never 

chosen to start smoking.  Or there’s that unhappily employed individual who never had the 

confidence to get an education or apply for a different job; if only they had made different 

choices for schooling or employment sooner.  And so it goes…..when we happen upon a train 

wreck in our own life or in the lives of others, it’s often not that difficult to trace how the current 

wreck occurred, and it very often relates to choices made earlier.  Choices that may be made 

when we don’t really understand their importance or fully appreciate the potential lasting 

consequences.   

 Our lesson from Deuteronomy this morning is all about choices; big choices with lasting 

consequences.  And yet, as we know, every big choice comes with a hundred smaller choices in 

its wake,  all of which determine a good percentage of our life’s trajectory.  The setting for this 

lesson is rather poignant; the Hebrew people are about to transition from being a nomadic people 

who wandered in the wilderness for 40 years to a settled people in the Promised Land of Canaan.  

We might say that while they aren’t in their new home yet, they can see it from where they stand.  

Their leader through all of these nomadic years has been Moses, but he knows he will not live to 

cross into the Promised Land with them. So there is excitement and anticipation in this scenario, 

and there is grief and bittersweetness here, too.  Moses has known and loved these people well; 

what will he say to them as a parting legacy, so that he will know he has advised them as well as 

he can to the very last?  He speaks to them about choices, about making decisions that will trend 

towards positive consequences rather than negative.  Let’s hit pause just for a moment now and 

briefly acknowledge that lots happens to us in life that is part of the random fall out of chaos in a 



broken world and may not relate to our choices….the non-smoker gets lung cancer or the 

scrupulously careful driver gets hit by a drunk driver…stuff happens.  But our Scriptures this 

morning relate to the portion of our lives that falls within the domain of how our choices impact 

our present and future, and that’s what Moses is addressing here. (And actually, if the non-

smoker gets cancer because of secondhand smoke and the careful driver is injured because of the 

careless, drunk driving of another, both are victims of someone else’s choices, aren’t they?  But 

we can’t go there; we don’t control other people’s choices; we only can make our own choices as 

wisely as possible.  That’s the focus of our lesson.) 

 Moses lays out the choice with dramatic clarity: “ I call heaven and earth to witness 

against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses.  Choose life so 

that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your God. “  And notice that not just we 

ourselves bear the consequences of our choices, but so do our descendants….and anyone who 

has ever thought at all about the impact of their childhood for good or ill on their adulthood 

understands that all too well.  “Choose life….choose blessings..and live, loving God”.  Those are 

the big, the fundamental choices, from which all kinds of smaller choices must follow, and from 

which consequences will come in both the present and the future---consequences which we often 

fail to grasp very well.  Choose life and love God.  

 So, what I find most intriguing about all of this is that it seems pretty straight forward, 

doesn’t it?  If on this hand, you have life and blessings, and on this hand, you have death and 

curses, shouldn’t this be a no brainer?  I mean, what’s to ponder here?  Why isn’t this a self-

evident choice that hardly needs even to be highlighted at all?   



 And you and I might think that way, until we start to analyze our choices and then 

recognize that every day in some small way, most of us make choices that are destructive to our 

self or others rather than life giving or blessing-providing to our self or others. Let’s think 

personally first.  We all know we should exercise more, eat less and eat better, watch our alcohol 

consumption, avoid extremes in work or play, spend time focused on spiritual growth, and so on 

and so forth…..and how many of us are actually at the top of our game in relation to some or 

most of these?  Don’t we tend to sign up for the gym membership but never go? Enlarging the 

circle of choices, we all know we should foster relationships through care, attention, patience, 

and love; that we should prioritize our marriage, our parents or children, our friends, but do we 

do so?  Don’t we intend to have that honest conversation or make that phone call, but get 

distracted by our online game instead?  Thinking a bit bigger again, we all might agree that we 

should do everything possible to create a healthy earth environment for ourselves and our 

descendants, whatever the inconvenience or cost to ourselves….but are we doing that?  Don’t we 

buy our recycling bins or compost barrel, but fail to take the extra steps to actually dispose of 

recyclables or compostables as we could? I guess I’m suggesting that in all kinds of ways, large 

and small, we act self-destructively or other-destructively rather often.  Even when the choice 

seems rather obvious and we know better, so to speak.   

 Maybe that’s not surprising, because our world is saturated in bad choices and destructive 

choices.  All around us, choices that lead to death and destruction and curse happen all the time.  

A sadly obvious example is the suicide rate, a pretty clear instance of choosing death over life.  

Did you know that, in the last two decades, the suicide rate has increased 25%?  In fact, for 

20-35 year olds, suicide and homicide rank 2nd and 3rd for cause of death.  That’s grim!  Bad 



choices are pervasive in our culture.  The opioid crisis is a significant factor.  Mass shootings 

happen with depressing regularity. Culturally, we glorify violence and greed in every kind of 

entertainment.  All of these are life-denying choices. And somehow, we buy into them to some 

extent sheerly through living in this world. Why we are this way is not easy to understand.  

Psychologically, we could debate if our tendency towards life- giving or death- giving choices 

owes more to nature or nurture. Freud spoke of a deeply hidden death wish within every 

individual, a dark drive towards destruction.  Theologically speaking, we might think of this as 

one way of understanding original sin; an innate human brokenness that drives us to unhealthy 

and dark choices even when we see the life-giving blessing choice is available. Going back to the 

story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, we see that humanity tends to make poor choices 

from the very beginning. All of which indicates that for us to make those life-affirming, blessing-

providing choices we are asked to make means we may have to face down both our culture and 

ourselves, and that isn’t easy.  In fact, it can seem pretty much overwhelming and hopeless.  The 

whole “choose life thing”  didn’t go so well for the Hebrew people, either.  Their long history 

following this moment of transition into the Promised Land was certainly pretty uneven.  

Creating more rules didn’t seem to do the job; sending prophets didn’t seem adequate; finally 

God chose incarnation in Christ as a means to enable humanity to choose life over death, 

blessing over curse.   

 Following Jesus is a choice for life.  But it is also not an easy choice.  Our culture is not 

generally supportive of our faith commitment.  Our own internal desire to follow Jesus is also 

often somewhat sketchy; He does ask us to do a lot of things we’d rather not, like love our 

enemies and practice hospitality to strangers and advocate for the marginalized and put the value 



of God’s kingdom above the values of our present realm, and we really don’t care for any of that 

all that much.  This reality of brokenness around us and within us, in fact, is why we gather as 

Church every week.  Because it’s that hard to choose life, to choose blessing, to choose 

following Jesus, without a weekly time for confession, for receiving forgiveness, for being 

challenged or encouraged by God’s Word, for being fed at God’s table, for finding friendship and 

solidarity among fellow pilgrims.  Sometimes we seem to forget this, but that is the reason we 

gather.  To encourage us to make lifegiving choices.  

 Our other lesson this morning, Psalm 1, is also about choices.  Those who delight in 

God’s law and ways are contrasted with those who are wicked.  And the ones who seek God are 

compared to a tree.  Not just any tree, but a tree planted by streams of water, which yield fruit in 

season and do not wither.  I don’t know if you think of yourself as a tree very often.  But let’s ask 

ourselves what kind of tree we might be and where we might be planted.  An oak?  A maple?  An 

apple tree?  I’m partial to birch trees myself.  And being planted near a source of water, like a 

stream, sounds like just the thing to me, if I were a tree. So, I’m thinking that the life and 

blessings that our companionship with God and each other in this place provides is the life-

giving stream beside which we are planted.  Whatever type of tree you are, water is a good thing.   

I believe that through our worship, service, friendship, and work together in the body of Christ 

we find that stream by which we may be planted.  Which provides the sustenance to assist us in 

making those life-giving, blessing-providing choices and to turn away from death, curses, and 

choices destructive to ourselves or others.  We certainly won’t get it right all the time, which is 

fine; that’s why we have confession and forgiveness.  And it won’t always be easy either, but 

why would it be?  Jesus certainly never suggests that following him is easy, quite the contrary, in 



fact. But, we will find, I think, that like a tree by a stream, we will grow.  Over time, individually 

and corporately, we grow in faith, we grow in love, we grow in our capacity to make life-giving 

choices.  And when that happens, we bear fruit that blesses others, and our leaves do not wither.  

Look around at us; especially at some of our  wonderful, older trees; and you will see that much 

fruit has been borne over their lifetimes and that even if the body should start to falter, the spirit 

is strong, the leaves do not whither.  All of which is so important, especially since often the 

toughest choices we must make for ourselves or others come in later years.  But old or young or 

in between, we are urged to make choices for life, for blessing, and to love God.  Big choices, 

small choices, all of them help establish the trajectory of our story individually and together.  

Here’s what our Scripture today teaches us: Follow Jesus.  Choose life.  Choose blessing.   Love 

God.  Amen.  

 


