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He Almost Made it - Numbers 20:1-3; Deuteronomy 34:1-7 

Life for all of us is a series of inter-related moments, and some of 
those moments impact us for the rest of our lives. For example; 

The pass that was dropped in the big game 

The stock you failed to invest in (or did invest in) 

The moment of rage that caused you to hurt another deeply 

The job you took (or didn’t take) 

The word of encouragement that inspired you. 

If we were to visit with Moses, I think he would have a truckload 
of these moments that he would consider memorable.  

What were the highlights in your life Moses? Was it talking with 
God “face to face” at the burning bush? Was it the parting of the 
Red Sea? Was it the incredible miracles in the desert? 

What were the things you regretted most? Was it the many 
times Israel lurched from crisis to crisis? Or this moment of 
frustration at the rock, that turned into the regret of a lifetime, and 
the touching account of his death on Mount Nebo. 

After wandering in the wilderness for forty years, there’s a new 
generation in Israel. Moses had just buried his sister Miriam. Most 
of his friends had now died. In this time of grief and transition, he 
had to face another crisis with the Israelites. What was it? 

Pure and simple - in the desert with no water! The complaints 
rain down on Moses, and he lost it. Why did Moses get so angry?  
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Maybe it was the strain of grief, maybe it was the weariness of the 
years, maybe it was concern that after 40 years the Israelites were 
going to do something stupid again and they would end up 
wandering another 40 years. All we know is the people were 
complaining and Moses was mad.  

God in His incredible mercy and grace gives Moses simple 
instructions, “Take your staff, Speak to the rock, and water will 
come out.” After these instructions, Moses heads back to the 
people, and there we read the account that Moses was to regret for 
the rest of his life. 

He struck the rock instead of simply speaking to it as he was 
commanded. To you and me it seems like a pretty minor offence 
for a guy who has been so faithful. But God sees it differently. 

Moses said to the people, “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you 
water out of this rock?” Did you get that? It wasn’t, “must GOD 
bring water from the rock, it was, must WE bring water from 
the rock.  

Not only did Moses disobey God, He took credit for God’s work. 
And these things happened in the sight of all the Israelites. This 
was no private sin. It was a public sin. 

There are several important lessons here for us. First, we learn 
that it’s important to keep anger in check. It’s clear Moses did 
what he did out of frustration with the Israelites. But that’s no 
excuse and never is. The Bible is constantly warning us about the 
dangers of anger – Why? Because when we’re angry we; 

Say things that hurt and divide relationships 

We attack rather than encourage 
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We diminish ourselves in the eyes of others 

Anger is a dangerous emotion. It’s wise to try to head it off at the 
pass and back away. Give to the Lord those things that upset us. 

This passage teaches us that obedience is not open to negotiation. 
Close but no cigar doesn’t cut it Moses. God doesn’t call you to 
be almost obedient. . . He calls you to be obedient.  

Any time we know what’s right to do and disregard it, we’re 
walking on thin ice. God sees little compromises much like a 
doctor sees a little cancer in a lymph node.  

Leaders must be held to a higher standard. James wrote, “Not 
many of you should presume to be teachers my brothers, because 
you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” (3:1) 

Why is this true? It’s because people follow their leaders. So 
when a leader stumbles, others will follow suit. Think about it, 

A leader who sows seeds of discontent, instills a negative attitude 
in those they lead.  

A leader who is worldly will produce followers that are even more 
worldly. 

A leader who is lazy will find that they have followers who don’t 
care 

My first winter in Ontario, I was driving home one night from 
Windsor, in a snowstorm desperately following cars in front of me 
on the 401. Naturally, the cars behind us assumed that we knew 
where we were going, (an assumption they wouldn’t make 
again) and they followed us right into the median.  
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In much the same way a leader must be held to a higher standard, 
because when they turn the wrong way, others turn with them. 

Those who serve on boards and committees, those who teach, 
those who have positions in the public eye: with your privilege 
comes greater responsibility. With your influence comes 
greater accountability. 

For 40 years of his life, Moses had been leading the children of 
Israel to the Promised Land. For 40 years, he was looking forward 
to the day when he would take his first steps on the land that God 
had promised so many years ago to Abraham.  

Now, that day would never come. I’ve got to think that this fact 
was his second greatest regret. 

Imagine what it must have been like. Suppose you were building 
your dream home. You’d invested years in planning and even more 
years saving for the house you’ve always wanted.  

Imagine seeing problem after problem solved by God’s gracious 
intervention. In the midst of frustrating delays, you knew that God 
was blessing your work. 

Now suppose, as the work neared completion, God said to you, “I 
want you to head out to the work site. See the finishing touches 
being put on the house. And once you’ve seen them, you’ll die.” 

After all that work, and all that planning you’ve put in, how 
disheartening to never be able to live in that home. Maybe you’d 
feel that life had been wasted. Maybe you’d feel cheated. 

But there’s more going on here.  
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At the end of Numbers 20, we read the account of the death of 
Aaron Moses brother.  

Within the last year, Moses buried his sister, was told that he 
wouldn’t enter the Promised Land and buried his brother.  

His brother, the man who served as his spokesman for each of 
those 40 years was now gone. One wonders if Moses felt 
desperately alone. He was the oldest man around now by quite a 
bit. He knew his days were numbered. 

Maybe you’ve been there. Your parents are gone. Your friends are 
dying off and maybe your spouse is gone. You feel the dust of life 
in your face as you feel it pass you by.  

The handwriting is on the wall, and the wall is getting closer and 
closer. You wonder how many days are left for you. 

God tells Moses that it’s time for him to die. 

So Moses climbed Mount Nebo knowing that he was climbing to 
his death. When he reached the top of the mountain the Lord 
showed him the whole land. 

Then the Lord said to him, “This is the land of which I swore to 
give Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘I will give it to your 
descendants.’ I have caused you to see it with your eyes, but you 
shall not cross over there.” 

So Moses, the servant of the Lord, died there in the land of Moab, 
just as the Lord had said. 6 The Lord buried him in a valley near 
Beth-peor in Moab, but to this day no one knows the exact place.  
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7 Moses was 120 years old when he died, yet his eyesight was 
clear, and he was as strong as ever. [Deuteronomy 34:5-7] 

Now think about what we just read. Look at those first few words, 
“Moses climbed Mount Nebo” Mount Nebo is 2631 feet high and 
how old is Moses? He’s 120 years old and what does he do? He 
knows he’s about to die but he still climbs the mountain.   

How could he climb the mountain knowing it was to his death? I 
think Moses climbed Mount Nebo with the confidence that God 
knew what he was doing. 

Our faith shines most brightly when times are confusing, we 
don’t understand, and yet we still trust God; 

Our faith shines most brightly when someone filled with life and 
vitality dies; 

Our faith shines most brightly when it becomes clear that the 
moment you’ve dreamed of all your life isn’t going to happen. 

Moses faced death and disappointment undeterred because he 
trusted God. Perhaps in this moment of greatest disappointment, 
we see Moses more faithful than ever before. 

God is faithful even when we’re not. Moses failed and lost the 
opportunity to enter the Promised Land, but God didn’t forget His 
promise to Israel.  

I suspect if you looked closely as Moses looked over the land, you 
could detect tears in his eyes.  

There were tears of joy at God’s goodness, tears of sadness and 
regret that he would never step foot in that land.  
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But God was faithful. Moses wouldn’t see the promise fulfilled, 
but the promise would be fulfilled.  

And we need to keep that in mind when we pray for the salvation 
of a friend and it seems like nothing is happening. We need to 
remember this when we ask God to heal us but the illness lingers.  

We need to remember this when we pray for a relationship to be 
mended but it ends in divorce. People disappoint, but God 
remains faithful. He’ll get his children home to Heaven . . . just as 
He promised. 

Leaders pass away but the Lord’s work advances. Moses was a 
great man. Israel missed him when he was gone. But the work 
continued. No leader is irreplaceable. Whatever God is doing in 
your life today, remember, its God working through you.  

And if it weren’t you, He would work through someone else. 
Always remember that it’s the Lord who changes lives. He uses 
people, but those people by themselves can do nothing. 

Finally, we can learn that age is more a state of mind than a 
biological impediment. Look at verse seven, “yet his eyesight was 
clear, and he was as strong as ever.” You have to admire Moses. 
He was vital and energetic right to the end. That’s the way we 
should want to be! Chuck Swindoll writes; 

You’re just as old as you want to be.   

The late Jim Elliot said, “Wherever you are, be all there. Live to 
the hilt every situation you believe to be the will of God.”  

Stop and think, “What’s the alternative?” Climbing into a 
closet and pulling the door shut behind you? Pulling over and 
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parking? Sadly, I meet men and women who have chosen that 
path.  

Certainly aches and pains come our way and they may slow us 
down . . . but vitality comes from the mind. Too often people 
give up. They stop taking care of themselves because it’s easier to 
give up.  

But that’s not the way it has to be. Like Moses, we can sprint to 
the finish line. We can remain positive, enthusiastic and creative in 
our use of time and energy. It’s a choice. Moses chose to live until 
he died. 

You may feel that the story of Moses ends tragically. How could 
he not be disappointed? Some of us will die without seeing our 
dreams realized. Abraham Lincoln never got to see the country 
abolish slavery as a whole. Martin Luther King Jr. never got to see 
his dream fulfilled.  

Soldiers have died on battlefields without getting to see the 
freedom they were fighting for. Great people have a great vision of 
the future. They do the best they can and then hand the baton 
to the next runner. 

But before we say good-bye to Moses, let me take you to the New 
Testament, at the story of the Transfiguration of Jesus. 

Mt. 17:2-3. There he was transfigured before them. His face shone 
like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. Then 
there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. 

Do you know what this means? It means Moses finally did 
make it to the Promised Land. He finally reached the land he had 
laboured so hard to reach.  
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Moses has now seen the better land, the land where there are no 
tomorrows, only today. Moses had seen the land where there are 
no complaints, no rebellion, no disappointment, and no tears.  

Moses had seen Heaven, and now understood that the real 
promises of God had little to do with the physical land of Israel. 
Moses was finally in the Promised Land. 

And when you think about it, I believe that was really the lesson 
that God had been trying to teach Moses all along.   

He wanted Moses to trust Him with the frustrating times because 
no one can handle them better. He wanted Moses to love him more 
than he loved anything else because everything he was looking for 
could only be found in the Lord. 

And the Lord didn’t just want Moses to learn these lessons.  

He wants us to learn them too. 


