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The Choice that Leads to Life 
Deuteronomy 30:19-20 
Anson Hanbury 
 
 

1. Introduction 
a. I like talking about hard things I’ve been through and overcome. 
b. I don’t like talking about hard things I’m experiencing and unsure how to overcome. 
c. But that’s what I have to do today if I’m going to engage honestly with the message I’m 

about to share with you. 
d. A lot of people my age are failing.  

i. Midlife slump. An international survey asked people to rate their lives on a zero-
to-10 scale where 10 “represents the best possible life for you” and zero the 
worst. They found a relationship between age and happiness in 80 countries, 
and in all but nine of those, satisfaction bottomed out between the ages of 39 
and 57  

ii. Deaths of despair. The mortality rate for ages 45 to 54 increased by a half 
percent each year from 1999 to 2013. 

e. For me, regret is a major factor in this midlife slump. At the core of regret is the belief 
that my past choices have landed me in a place I don’t want to be, and it’s too late to do 
anything about it. I’m stuck. To be totally transparent with you, I’m in a season right 
now of deep reflection on the way I’ve lived the first 40 years of my life. And it’s heavy 
lifting.  

f. Deuteronomy is a record of three speeches given by Moses at the very end of his life, 
just outside the land God promised Israel. In these speeches he plead with the Israelites 
to choose life by loving and serving God in the new homeland they were being given.  

i. The first speech, recorded in chs. 1-4, is Moses’ recounting of what happened 
since the last time he stood on the shores of the Jordan River at the edge of the 
promised land, 38 years prior. The Israelites mistrusted God and were afraid to 
enter the promised land the first time. 

1. Deut. 1:21. See, the Lord your God has given you the land. Go up and 
take possession of it as the Lord, the God of your ancestors, told you. Do 
not be afraid; do not be discouraged.” 

2. 1:26. But you were unwilling to go up; you rebelled against the 
command of the Lord your God.  

3. Because of this, God said: (v.35) “no one from this evil generation will 
see the good land I swore to your forefathers.” They had to turn around 
and go back into the desert until every 20 and over had died (Numbers 
14:29). That took 38 years (Deut 2:14).  

ii. Moses lost his temper and struck a rock rather than speaking to it. 
1. About a month after they turned around, they ran out of water and 

everyone complained to Moses. God had compassion on them and told 
Moses to speak to rock, and he would give them water from it. But 
Moses got mad, yelled at them for being rebels and said, “do I have to 
give you water from this rock?” Then he hit it with his staff and water 
came out.  
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iii. Both these actions were regrettable, and they caused a generation of Jews and 
Moses himself to be forbidden from entry into the promised land.  

1. Aside. This isn’t a sermon about Moses, but I think it’s worth pausing to 
think about his life for a second.  

a. He lived his first 40 years in the palace of the Pharoah, Egypt’s 
king. At 40 years old, he lost his temper, killed and Eygptian and 
had to run for his life into the desert. Honestly, that helps me. If 
I’m keeping score of me vs. Moses, I’d take my regrets over his.  

b. He lived the next 40 years of his life as a shepherd in the desert 
before God called him to deliver the Israelites out of Egypt and 
lead them into Canaan, the new home he promised them. But 
then, at 80 years old, he lost his temper again, turned God’s act 
of compassion into a personal act of contempt, and was 
forbidden from entering the promised land.  

c. Now, another 40 years later, after leading a rebellious 
generation of Israelites through the desert until they all died, at 
120 years old, Moses is giving his parting words to the new 
generation and passing the baton of leadership to his assistant, 
Joshua, just before his own death. And what is said about 
Moses at the end of his life? Not, “what a shame how badly he 
screwed up.” Instead, the closing verses of Deuteronomy say, 

i. “Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like 
Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, who did all 
those signs and wonders the Lord sent him to do in 
Egypt—to Pharaoh and to all his officials and to his 
whole land. For no one has ever shown the mighty 
power or performed the awesome deeds that Moses 
did in the sight of all Israel.” 

ii. Moses had deep regrets, but they did not define him. 
God had a purpose for Moses, and he accomplished it. 
I’m sure Moses lamented his choices, but he finished 
the course God had for him. What Moses regretted, 
God redeemed. 

d. I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t mind being remembered 
like Moses. If 3000 years from now, somebody names their 
German Shepherd, Anson, because Anson was mighty, well, that 
would be okay with me.  

2. Back to today’s message. How can we end like that? Despite our past 
choices and regrets, how can we move forward believing that God can 
redeem all of it? That he can do something great in me and through 
me? 

iv. Moses’ second speech contains themes that I believe will help us. This speech 
takes up most of the book of Deuteronomy and is the reason the book has its 
name.  

1. From 17:18 and the instruction that a new king of Israel must write out 
for himself a second copy of the law (Greek: deuteronomion). Deutero = 
2nd; Nomos = law. God wanted the king to know the law well.  
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2. It is also a second reading of the law God gave to Israel for how to live 
as his people. The first giving of the law is recorded in Exodus 19 – 
Numbers 10.  That includes all of Leviticus! That first giving of the law 
took almost a year that began with the giving of the law, then 
construction of the tabernacle and establishing worship rhythms.  

3. This speech comprises chapters 5-28 of Deuteronomy and is a summary 
of the first giving of the law. In a few minutes, I’m going to point out a 
few themes from this speech that can help us with our choices.  

v. Moses’ third speech is a summary of the first two (chs 29-30), and it culminates 
in these words.  

1. Deut. 30:19-20. This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses 
against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and 
curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and 
that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast 
to him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the 
land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

 
g. Despite the regrettable actions of the Israelites, they were not stuck. There was still a 

very real offer of life and blessing, if they would only choose it. It was a choice to love 
God, listen to his voice and hold fast to him because that’s where true life is found. Now 
choose life. Those were Moses dying words.  

h. Whatever our regrets; wherever our past choices have landed us, we don’t have to be 
stuck. There is always an opportunity to make a new choice—one that will lead to life. I 
don’t know about you, but this is a message I need to hear. 

i. I’m going to share three themes from the book of Deuteronomy that show us three 
things we need to know in order to make the choice that leads to life. 
 

2. First, God is in control, and he loves us.  
 

a. I know, that’s two things, but I’m lumping them together as one thing with two parts. Or 
two things we must believe about God. 
 

b. First, he is in control of your life. 
i. Here’s a key truth Moses reminded the people in his second speech. 

1. Context: making the choice that leads to life would not be easy. There 
were other nations living in the land God promised them, and trusting 
God meant they were about to go to war. And they were afraid. 

2. Deut 7:18-19. You may say to yourselves, “These nations are stronger 
than we are. How can we drive them out?” But do not be afraid of 
them; remember well what the Lord your God did to Pharaoh and to 
all Egypt. You saw with your own eyes the great trials, the signs and 
wonders, the mighty hand and outstretched arm, with which 
the Lord your God brought you out. The Lord your God will do the 
same to all the peoples you now fear. 

3. In other words, God is in control. Past, present, future. He’s on it. Moses 
makes this point numerous times in various passages in Deuteronomy. 

4. In the NT, the Apostle Paul says in Acts 17:26-27. From one man he 
made all the nations, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he 
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marked out their appointed times in history and the boundaries of 
their lands. God did this so that they would seek him and perhaps 
reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from any one of 
us. 

5. He also says in Ephesians 1:11, speaking of God’s actions in people’s 
personal lives, that God works out everything according to the 
purpose of his will. 

ii. Despite what it may look like from our perspective. God is in control of our lives. 
Your life. My life. Illinois. The United States. The world. Things might seem out 
of control, but if we believe the Bible. We know they’re not. God is in control. 

1. That’s part A of what I think we need to believe about God if we’re 
going to make the choice that leads to life. Sort of like driving out 
nations from the promised land, when we make the choice to trust God, 
we’re declaring war on our old way of thinking and living. 

iii. Do you ever think, my life is out of control right now. This is not how I thought 
things would be. And now you want me to pray, read the Bible, trust God, make 
personal sacrifices for the sake of others? I’ve sacrificed enough. No thanks.  

iv. If you’re like me, you have to fight that thinking all the time. You and I need to 
know, my life isn’t out of control. It’s in God’s control. But that only helps if I 
believe something else about God. That he loves me. 
 

c. Second, God loves you.  
i. If you’ve been around Christianity for long, this may sound really basic, but I’m 

not sure many of us really grasp—or we have hard time believing—that God is a 
personal being who has genuine affection for us. And it’s not because of 
anything we do; it’s just because he chooses to love us. 
 

d. God chose the Israelites because he loved them. 
i. Deut. 7:6-8. 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 because 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 ancestors 
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.1 
 

e. God loved us first too. 

 
1 God’s law itself is a gift of love. 

1. O Holy Night: “his law is love, and his gospel is peace” (Advent Theme: A Thrill of Hope) 
2. I mentioned that Deuteronomy means “second law.” Moses delivered it for the second time. Sometimes 

we need to hear God’s love a second time. “Hold on. I missed it the first time. Tell me again.” 
3. Deut. 4:7-8. What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the Lord our God is 

near us whenever we pray to him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees 
and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today? 

4. The law is love because it shows us how near he is to us. It shows us how we can draw near to him.  
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i. 1 John 4:10. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent 
his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 
 

f. I have a children’s book at home by Max Lucado. It’s the story of a wooden doll who 
lives in a land of wooden dolls, and they go around putting dots and stars on each other. 
If you did something dumb, or someone thought you were ugly, they would put a dot on 
you. If you did something smart or important or cool, or were particularly good looking, 
another doll might put a star on you. This particular doll had lots of dots. Because of 
that, he didn’t like himself and didn’t think anyone could love him. Until he met another 
doll who had no dots or stars. He didn’t understand. Everyone had them but her. She 
explained that she doesn’t have them because every day she visits the Maker, and her 
dots all fall off. She introduces him to the Maker, who of course loves this doll despite 
all his dots. The doll doesn’t understand it, but it feels so good to be loved that he keeps 
visiting the Maker. Pretty soon, his dots start falling off. His regrets and self-
condemnation don’t stick anymore. The opinion of the other dolls don’t stick anymore. 
The common definition of success doesn’t stick anymore. Because he discovered that 
his Maker is in control and loves him just for who he is.  
 

g. We all need to know God is in control and loves us. 
 

3. Second, loving God is an emotional journey. 
 

a. We read in Deuteronomy 30:19-20 that choosing life means—first and foremost—
choosing to love God back. For any number of reasons, that may seem really obtuse or 
difficult. What does it mean to love God? 

b. In the Blindspots series, Mike pointed out that many of us are blind to our emotions. 
This was certainly true for me until the last few years, and I’m just beginning to find my 
way through who I am below the surface. 

c. You may or may not put much stock in personality tests (I find them helpful). I’m a type 
3 on the Enneagram, which I’ve learned means of all people I’m the least in touch with 
my feelings. So this is hard for me, and honestly, it’s something I’m working on in every 
relationship. With my wife, my kids, my extended family, my coworkers, my neighbors, 
and with God.  

d. As someone who struggles to identify and articulate feelings, for most of my life so far 
I’ve interpreted the call to love God as something cerebral, intellectual. Loving God is a 
decision to make in my mind. That’s certainly part of it, but I’ve found it isn’t enough to 
keep me going. It isn’t enough to keep me listening to God’s voice or holding fast to him 
(30:19). For those things I need to feel something. An affection. An attraction. An 
emotion to accompany the intellectual decision. 

e. The most well-known passage in Deuteronomy confirms this. 
i. 6:4-6. Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These 
commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. 

ii. This is “the Shema,” which means “hear.” It is the Hebrew creed, what is most 
important to Hear.  

iii. Jesus said all the OT comes down to this.  
1. When asked, “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the 

Law?” Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
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with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest 
commandment. 

iv. So, yes mind. Yes, strength (effort). But fundamentally, heart and soul.  
f. Loving God is something that has to come from every part of our being, or we will 

quickly and easily drift away from God. 
g. Pete Scazzero is a pastor and author of Emotionally Healthy Spirituality. He 

communicates it this way, “it’s impossible to be spiritually mature while remaining 
emotionally immature.” 

i. What that means is I may be fully committed to God in my mind (I affirm Biblical 
doctrine), and even with my strength (I invest a lot of time and energy in serving 
or study or even helping lead a church) but if I’m not learning to love God from a 
healthy heart, soul, emotional core, then I don’t have a category for how to 
process regret. I don’t know what to do about my anger, sadness, or fear, so I 
just have to make the best of it, rather than learning what it means to recognize 
and acknowledge my deepest emotions and also recognize and accept God’s 
love at the same time.  

h. Think about it. Let’s say you’re friends with someone, and that person loves to talk to 
you about what they think. They mostly like when you agree with them and tell them 
they’re right. They might even enjoy debating ideas where you disagree. They also like 
doing stuff with you. Maybe golf or tennis or cooking or travel. But they never open up 
to you about anything they feel. They always tell you things are great and never 
acknowledge pain or reveal any insecurity to you. You might ask them how they’re 
doing after a death in the family or difficulty at work, and they insist everything is fine. 
They never give you opportunity to get below the surface. You wonder if they don’t 
trust you enough. You wonder if they don’t really have feelings. Maybe you’ve taken a 
risk and shared something really personal with this friend, and they minimize your 
feelings or don’t get what you’re saying or just try to cheer you up. Whatever the case, 
how close do you feel to that person? How loved do you feel? How long will that 
friendship last?  

i. Maybe you’re friends with that person. Maybe you’re married to that person. Maybe 
you are that person in your friendships. In your marriage. In your relationship with God. 
I was. In many ways I still am.  

j. For years I thought I was spiritually mature and had no idea just how emotionally 
immature I was. And loving God was always a mystery to me. I didn’t get it. My outward 
commitment to God was strong. I became a pastor! But my inward affection for God has 
always been lacking. Until I began to see and understand my own emotions, I had never 
considered they were part of how God wired me, loves me and invites me to love him in 
return. 

k. Now, some of you love that kind of language, and others of you think I’ve been drinking 
too much communion wine. But I think others of you are like me. You feel committed 
but dry. You know God is in control and he loves you, at least you believe it in your 
mind. You know you’re supposed to love God in return, but that’s difficult. And you 
don’t know what to do.  

l. This brings me to the third thing we need to know in order to make the choice that leads 
to life. To trust God and follow him, in spite of your regrets or fears.  
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4. Third, we need to know the path forward. 
a. The beginning of the next book of the Bible, Joshua, records the Jordan river parting so 

the Israelites could pass through into the promised land on dry ground. A literal path 
was miraculously opened in front of them that they couldn’t miss.  

b. I wish I could offer you something like that. Whatever barrier is hard for you cross, I wish 
I could open up the pathway. I wish someone could do that for me. 

c. Of course I cannot. But I do want to offer you a way to take a next step. 
d. As a leadership team of pastors and staff, along with some of our elders and deacons, 

we’ve been working for quite some time to create an opportunity for you to find your 
next step in your relationship with God. 

i. You might feel moved to take a step of putting your faith in God, but you have 
questions or you aren’t sure what to do. 

ii. You might believe in God and want to follow Jesus, but you feel like you don’t 
really know much about the Bible or the basics of following Jesus. 

iii. You might have been a Christian for a long time, but you found yourself in my 
description of an emotionally immature believer and you’re ready to go deeper. 

1. Maybe you’re like the man who said, “I’ve been a Christian 20 years, but 
instead of being 20 years old, it’s like I’m a one-year-old 20 times over.” 

e. Wherever you are in your spiritual journey, there are plenty of others feeling the same 
things and asking the same questions. If we can find a path and some friends to walk it 
with us, we have a much greater opportunity to make the choice that leads to life. 

f. It still won’t be easy. The Jordan river is not wide and shallow, it’s narrow and deep. So 
the first step, even for the Israelites, was challenging. But God is waiting to meet you. 
 

5. Conclusion 
a. So one generation stood on the edge of the river and failed to make the choice to trust 

God, to step forward in faith and discover life with him. The result of that choice was 
more pain, regret, and they wandered in the desert until they died. 

b. The next generation stood on the edge of river and made choice that led to life. They 
chose to trust God, to step forward in faith, and though it wasn’t easy and their lives 
were far from perfect, they discovered life with God in the land he promised. 

c. Don’t turn away, don’t keep wandering, don’t stay stuck in your regrets. Take a step 
forward, make the choice that leads to life. 
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