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For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be His people, His treasured possession.



The LORD did not set His affection on you and choose you be​cause you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. 
But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath He swore to your forefathers that He brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 
Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; He is the faithful God, keeping His covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love Him and keep His commands. 
But those who hate Him He will repay to their face by destruction; He will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate Him. 
Therefore, take care to follow the commands, decrees and laws I give you today.


The incident we heard as our first Scripture reading today occurred just a short time before Moses spoke the words of our text to the people.  This is at the end of their forty years of wandering in the wilderness.  When they first came out of Egypt, after a one-year stay at Mt. Sinai, they had traveled directly up to the southern border of the promised land.  That was when they refused to trust that the Lord would actually give them the land He had promised.  The Lord decreed that they would all die in the wilder​ness during forty years of wandering, and their children would enter the promised land.  Those forty years were now up.


However, instead of going back to the southern border of the pro​mised land, Moses led them to the east bank of the Jordan River.  The pro​mised land was across the Jordan, and to get there under Joshua’s leader​ship, they would have to cross the Jordan.  When they had crossed the Red Sea, they had walked between two walls of water.  So that they could cross the Jordan River, the Lord would stop the flow of the Jordan up north, where the waters “piled up in a heap a great distance away.” Josh3v16.

But before that happened, Moses said farewell to the people and died.  His farewell is perhaps one of the longest farewells on record, covering the entire book of Deuteronomy.  Moses reminded the children of those people whom he had led out of Egypt of what had happened when they were children, or perhaps even before they were born.  Since the Lord has dealt with us and does deal with us in a very similar way, we can listen in and also learn as Moses reminds them of what God has done for them.


First, Moses tells them that the Lord did not choose to deal with them because of them.  “The Lord did not set His affection on you and choose you be​cause you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples.”  How many of them were there?  That’s an easy question to answer, because they took a census of the people, which is described in the book of Numbers, actually two censuses, one at the beginning and the other at the end of the forty years of wandering.  During forty years of traveling in the wilderness, all those twenty years old and more had died off, but a whole new generation had grown up.  The population had stayed steady for forty years at almost the same number.


However, the number they arrived at for their census does not sound like they “were the fewest of all peoples.”  The number for their census was just over 600,000 people both times!  That was the number of adult males.  Assuming that there were an equivalent number of adult females, along with children and the elderly, the estimate for their total population approaches three million, hardly “the fewest of all people”!


They had also taken a census four hundred years earlier, when their ancestors had entered Egypt, and there the name of everyone counted is lis​ted.  The total for that census, all the descendants of the patriarch Jacob, was seventy people.  But the Lord’s promise to give them the land was originally given to Abraham, one man, who shared it with his wife, Sarah, as they left Ur of the Chaldees for the promised land.  Moses seems to be referring back to one of those earlier censuses when he says that they were “the fewest of all peoples.”


Moses’ point is that the Lord was not impressed by them, or by their numbers, when He chose them.  Think of what a whining bunch of com​plainers Moses had to deal with just a short time before this!  “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!” Nu21v5.  The “misera​ble food” was the miracle food, the manna, which miraculously appeared on the ground every morning, six days a week, and “was white like coriander seed, and tasted like wafers made with honey.” Ex16v31.  “It tasted like something made with olive oil.” Nu11v8.  When we looked at their complaint at the Faith Circle meeting this past Tuesday, it was pointed out that they had, after all, been eating pretty much the same thing every day for forty years, so perhaps they just wanted some variety.


However, the Lord did not choose them because of who they were or because of how many of them there were.  Rather, the Lord chose them be​cause of Him.  “But it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath He swore to your forefathers that He brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt.”  The Lord did not love them and He does not love us because they and we are lovable; rather, the Lord loved them and us be​cause He loves them and us.  He Himself is the motivation for His love.  The Lord did not have to bring them out of slavery in Egypt; He did, only because He has promised to do so.  He did not have to promise to do so, but He did.  He did not have to promise the land to Abraham, but He did.  He does not have to care for and provide for us, but He does.


Nor did the Lord have to promise them a Savior, but He did.  He did not have to rescue them from the snakes, but He did.  And He did so in a way which points so clearly ahead to our Lord Jesus.  Jesus said, “Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in Him may have eternal life. For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Jn3v14-16.  At the Lord’s instruction, Moses made a bronze snake and put it up on a pole so that anyone who had been bitten by a snake could look at that bronze snake and live.


If any of us were today bitten by a snake, looking at a bronze snake would not help us, because God’s promise is no longer connected to any bronze snake.  If we were bitten by a snake, we would need to go to the doctors, who still use a picture of a snake on a pole.  The promise, however, which God connected to Jesus’ cross is for always.  “Whoever believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life.”  On another occasion, Jesus said, “But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to Myself.” Jn12v32.  Still to this day we are drawn to the cross of our Savior, where He shed His blood to wash away all our sins.


The Lord chose Abraham and Jacob’s descendants and the Israelites not because of them, but because of Himself.  He promised them the land and the Savior, and He gave them both.  He has also given us our Savior.  Again, the Lord did not have to do that.  He did not do that because of us, because of who we are or what we have done.  He only did that because of Himself, because of His great love for us.


Moses tells these people some rather startling things.  “You are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be His people, His treasured possession.… Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; He is the faithful God, keeping His covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love Him and keep His commands. But those who hate Him He will repay to their face by destruction; He will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate Him. Therefore, take care to follow the commands, decrees and laws I give you today.”


God has made them “holy,” that is, set them apart for Himself as “His treasured possession.”  They certainly weren’t holy in themselves, as their recent complaining had indicated.  But God had made them holy with His promise of the Savior.  Now, Moses invites them to live as the kind of people God had made them to be.  He urges them to “follow the com​mands, decrees, and laws” he was giving them.  The Lord invites us to show our faith in His shed blood in the same way, by showing our love for Him and for one another.


Some of the words Moses speaks to them sound very similar to the words the Lord had spoken to their parents, the previous generation, forty years earlier at Mt. Sinai.  They can sound familiar to us as well, because we just heard them last week.  As part of the Ten Commandments, God said: “I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate Me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love Me and keep My commandments.” Ex20v5,6.

The Lord deals with people in two very different ways, depending on what they do with Jesus.  Those who reject Jesus, who thus hate God, are rejected by God, and not helped by Him.  Even though He lets them live out their lives, perhaps even in health and wealth, the Last Day is coming when He will give them what they have coming.  But those who trust in Jesus, those in whose hearts the Holy Spirit has worked trust in Jesus, to them God shows love all during their lives here and also eternally.  For them God keeps His covenant of love forever.  Everything they have in this life, whe​ther it is health and wealth or poverty and sickness, comes to them from their loving God who always makes all things work together for their eternal good.  When He does let us fall asleep in death, He will be quick to wake us up in the eternal home He has prepared for us. Amen.
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