“The Frog, The Mountain, And The Cross”
Deuteronomy 32:48-52

We’ve all heard the saying “Close, but not quite there.”  While I was in seminary I had a friend who attended the same church in Lexington, Kentucky, that my family did.  His name was Steve Elliot and one day he told me a close-but-not-quite-there story.


When Steve was a child he had a pet frog.  One day Steve noticed a trail of water droplets coming out of his bedroom.  The droplets went down the hall and into the bathroom.  Steve investigated the suspicious trail and discovered that his pet frog had gotten out of its habitat.  The frog had hopped off the table and onto the floor, and proceeded to hop out of his room, down the hallway, and into the bathroom.  Steve found his frog where it had unfortunately died: sitting on the rim of the toilet seat.  The frog had almost made it.  He was close but not quite there.

Turn with me to our Scripture reading for today, Deuteronomy 32:48-52.
At this point Moses was an old man.  Remember: he was eighty years old when God called him to go to Pharaoh.  He then led the Israelites for forty years during their desert wilderness wandering.  The dude was well into his 120’s by this time!

Moses had faithfully led the children of Israel to the edge of the Promised Land, and God instructed him to go up to Mount Nebo and view the land.  Due to an act of disobedience recorded in Numbers 20:1-13, Moses was forbidden from entering the new land.  Like my friend Steve’s pet frog, Moses was close but not quite there.  But God sent Moses up the mountain for more than a scenic view of what he couldn’t have.  There were deeper reasons for that journey—reasons that parallel why God calls us to the cross of Christ.
On that same day the Lord told Moses, “Go up into the Abarim Range to Mount Nebo in Moab, across from Jericho, and view Canaan, the land I am giving the Israelites as their own possession.  There on the mountain that you have climbed you will die and be gathered to your people, just as your brother Aaron died on Mount Hor and was gathered to his people.  This is because both of you broke faith with me in the presence of the Israelites at the waters of Meribah Kadesh in the Desert of Zin and because you did not uphold my holiness among the Israelites.  Therefore, you will see the land only from a distance; you will not enter the land I am giving to the people of Israel.”
Now the obvious reason God instructed Moses to go up Mount Nebo was so that the aged leader could see the Promised Land.  But Moses could do that from the ground.  He could look across the Jordan and see the other side.  However, God wanted Moses to have a better view from above than from below.  Being on the mountain gave Moses a more breathtaking view of the land God had promised centuries before to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  But more than that, being on the mountain with God gave Moses a better view of his own disobedience.

During the Israelites’ wilderness journey, Moses had acted in anger and rebellion at a critical time, and had failed to honor God’s holiness.  As punishment, God told Moses that he would see the Promised Land but would not be allowed to enter it.  So there on Mount Nebo, Moses would have been reminded of why he was there.  He’d have time to think about his mistakes and sins, but he’d also have a much better view of God’s faithfulness.  As the majestic vista of Canaan stretched out to the horizon before him, Moses had time to ponder the consequences of his actions, as well as the mercy of God in delivering his people as he had promised to do.
Others encountered God in special ways on mountains throughout Scripture.  In fact, we can say that whenever we see someone on a mountain it represents a moment of revelation—a time of new awareness—a place of greater connection with the LORD: Abraham experienced God’s provision in Genesis 22 when a ram became the sacrifice instead of the boy, Isaac.  Moses experienced God’s covenant love on Mount Sinai with the giving of the law.  The prophet Elijah felt the power of God on Mount Carmel when the priests of Baal were defeated in 1st Kings 18.  Peter, James and John came face-to-face with the transfigured Jesus on a mountaintop in Matthew 17.  Later, in Matthew 28, the disciples would meet the resurrected Jesus on a mountaintop in Galilee, where they would receive the Great Commission.

Mountaintops allow us to see where we’ve been and where we’re going.  They’re times of great emotional and spiritual highs.  Mountaintops help us have a more rounded understanding of God’s work in our lives.  I’ve had a few “mountaintop experiences” in my faith journey, as I’m sure you have.  It may’ve been during a Walk to Emmaus weekend, a revival, a camp or youth event; it may’ve been in your backyard or prayer closet.  Mountaintop experiences like that are important.  They recharge and refuel us.  They give us new insight into the person and work of God.  They prepare us for the valleys to come.

God continually calls us to the cross of Jesus Christ so that we can see our fallen human condition, our sinfulness and our mistakes.  Like Moses, we can get a very clear look at our rebellion against God and its consequences.  But we can also see the faithfulness of God—the love and grace of Jesus that draws us and cleanses us.


In today’s rapidly de-Christianized world, we’ve all heard someone say something to the effect “I don’t go to church.  I prefer to be out in the woods somewhere, or up on the mountain.  I feel closer to God there than in a church.”  It’s a sad commentary on the church that people feel safer and closer to God out in nature than among God’s gathered people.  But it’s true.  You likely know someone who feels this way.  You may even feel this way yourself!  I’m sure Moses did.


Moses had spent some of his most cherished, intimate moments in God’s presence on the mountaintop.  The mountain was a place of familiarity, security, closeness.  And because God remains in love with us and concerned about us at every stage of life, he knew that Moses needed that familiarity as his life drew to an end.

The mountain represented a “sacred place” for Moses.  It was the place where he communed with God—a place where he was refreshed and renewed by God’s presence.  Those sacred places are valuable to us because they connect us with the Father in tighter, deeper, more profound ways than other places do.

Just like our mountaintop experiences, you likely have a sacred place or two of your own.  It might be your porch or by a stream somewhere.  It might be on a beach, under the night sky, or in your breakfast nook at home.  It’s a place you can always go and remember the goodness of God--the intimacy with your heavenly Father.  It’s a “thin place” in the world where the supernatural, invisible realm connects with you in a calming, peaceful way.  That was what Mount Nebo was for Moses.

When we pause to think about the cross of Christ, we realize that God continually calls us back to it because it’s a sacred place for us.  It’s where we meet Jesus again and again.  We bow at the cross to be refreshed, renewed and made clean.  We find the peace or joy we have been missing in our lives.

As we’ve said, by this time Moses was an old man.  He was at the end of his life.  He knew that climbing Mount Nebo was the last thing he would ever do: There on the mountain that you have climbed you will die and be gathered to your people, just as your brother Aaron died on Mount Hor and was gathered to his people (v. 50).  Therefore, the mountain also represented that place where Moses could finally lay his burdens and cares aside.  He could take off the mantle of leadership, for it had been heavy at times.  The aged leader could finally enter into his rest.

I love how Moses is a great example of the fact that there is no retirement age for Christians.  Just because we age doesn’t mean God can’t use us.  Look at Abraham, Sarah, Moses: old age didn’t stop them.  They contributed as much--if not more--to God’s salvation story in their old age than when they were younger!  Christians don’t rest or retire until God sends us up the mountain to call us home.  Until that time we’re useful and necessary in his plan—if we’re willing to submit to his will and to be used.
During my youth ministry years in Cleveland we had an 82-year-old woman named Marge Bryant who brought new vitality to our youth group just by being present and loving the kids. She couldn’t do lock-ins or mission trips but she was there each week to help serve food, talk to the youth, pray for them, and serve her Lord.   My grandfather was active in the volunteer rescue squad up until the day of his death.  Even John Wesley continued to preach up until just shortly before he died.  While we may try to disqualify ourselves from God’s service due to our ailments or afflictions, brittle bones and slow steps are not a problem for God!

Our Father continually calls us to the cross of Jesus Christ so that we might leave our cares and burdens behind.  He knows how much we need the time and space to rest in his soothing, gentle embrace.  The cross provides us with a fixed point of rest and strength.  It’s there for us as we seek to engage in ministry with a hurting and hostile world.  It’s there for us as we draw near the end of this life, offering us hope and comfort, and the promises of a faithful Father, Savior, and Spirit.

Is God calling you to the cross today to see your sin and your need for Jesus?  Does it stand before you so that he can show you his faithfulness, love, and grace?
Is God calling you to the cross today because it’s a sacred place to meet Jesus again?  Does his gentle, sweet voice draw you there so you can be refreshed and renewed by his presence?
Is God calling you to the cross today to leave your cares and burdens behind?  Does he offer you the opportunity to rest in his gentle embrace—to find strength for each day?

Let us pray:

Father eternal, full of care and compassion, who longs for us with a fierce, undying passion: thank you for the cross of Jesus.  It holds a dear and special meaning for each of us in different ways.  It beckons to us today, calling to our souls.

Some need to look carefully and see their sinfulness, broken promises and rebellion against your majesty.  They need the healing forgiveness that flows from the cross.

[Pause]

Some need to revisit it because it is a “sacred place.”  They need time to go back to the cross and be touched again by your power as they have done in seasons past.  They need these moments so that their souls can be washed anew and refreshed by the fountain of living water.

[Pause]


Some need to set aside their burdens, worries and anxieties.  They need the cross to lighten their load, to make the journey meaningful again.  Some are seeking rest from the pressures of work or ministry, from family or finances.  Some may be seeking rest from a life well-lived, and for that final, perfect rest which awaits us when our race is done.

[Pause]


“Jesus, keep me near the cross; there a precious fountain / free to all, a healing stream, flows from Calvary’s mountain / In the cross, in the cross, be my glory ever / till my raptured soul shall find rest beyond the river / Near the cross, a trembling soul, love and mercy found me / there the bright and morning star sheds its beams around me / In the cross, in the cross, be my glory ever / till my raptured soul shall find rest beyond the river.”

We trust, O God, that you have meet the deepest need of each heart here today.  We believe in your presence and power to save, heal and restore.  Keep us near the cross, that our every word and action is a beacon to lead others there as well.  Amen.
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