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 We continue in the series “Renewal”, looking at an instance in the life of the people of Israel in the Book 
of Deuteronomy, chapters 29-30. Last week, as we shared, we find the prophet Moses addressing the people, 
calling them to renew the covenant with God that was originally made at Mt. Sinai forty years earlier.  

 And a big point to remember, as we heard from one scholar named Patrick Miller, is that in covenantal 
logic, before any of the blessings and curses and commandments come into the picture, we must first remember 
that the first step in a covenant, the first thing to be recognized is that the people are grasped and held by the hand 
of a powerful and loving God. 

 That’ll be especially important for us to keep in mind as we continue in the same passage, but now the 
tone starts to get pretty sharp, because it starts to consider those who maybe aren’t as all in as they’re acting. 

 Let’s go to God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage, Deuteronomy 29:16-29.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with 
me? 

 Gracious God, in your power you bring us out of darkness and into the light, but too often we are content 
to remain in the shadows or to turn back to them. We fear being known fully by you and by others, and in turn are 
slow to forgive and to seek forgiveness. Be with us in our fear, we pray, and may this Word at once convict us 
and comfort us. And for the Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 “Why can’t things be more like how they were in the 60’s?” 

 That’s what a friend said a little while ago. To be fair, he’s kind of an aging hippie sort of guy. But he was 
talking about how he lately had been feeling a bit discouraged, just down not just about things in his life but more 
broadly just things going on in the world. The daily drip of headlines was just getting him down. Was there nothing 
right going on in the world? 

 And so he added, “You know, why can’t it be like it was in the 60s? Just peace and love, man.” But then 
he paused for a second and added, “Then again, maybe it wasn’t all peace and love.” 

 He didn’t elaborate on what he meant. But I know in that decade, you had the signs for the peace and love 
and all that, and “A lot of love, man” talk going on. For sure.  

But then you also had in the 60s, in our nation and in the world, among other things, headlines dominated 
by racial tension and the Civil Rights Movement, the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, 
the Vietnam War, not to mention the Cold War and the closest we’ve ever come to actual nuclear war in the Cuban 
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Missile Crisis, and then on top of that what’s been called the Culture War, leading to a decade often defined by 
angst and anxiety. 

Maybe that’s what my friend meant when he added, “Then again, maybe it wasn’t all peace and love in 
the 60s.” I don’t know. 

You might see where I’m going. There’s a tendency we can have to think back on something, could be a 
period of time in world history, a nation’s history, or on a smaller scale a family’s history or one’s own life, think 
back on something and remember it mostly in terms of all that was going well, all the good stuff. That’s not the 
worst impulse in the world, to dwell on the good times, not the bad or painful things of the past.  

But then when we think a bit more closely, well, we remember, oh right, this happened and that happened, 
and that was hard, and that was painful. And maybe we remember that whatever period we had in mind wasn’t as 
rosy as we initially thought. 

I think we find more than a little of that in this passage here in Deuteronomy. We pick up where we left 
off last week, so the same speech from Moses is continuing. Last week, in this renewal of the covenant between 
God and the people of Israel, as they’re on the cusp of crossing into the Promised Land, Moses opened this 
renewal by emphasizing what God had done to bring them to this point—delivering them out of slavery in Egypt, 
bringing them victory in battle, and sustaining them through forty years in wilderness—and also by emphasizing 
everyone who was gathered there, everyone. No pocket of the people was left out. 

But even if everyone was there, Moses suspected that there may be those among the assembly who aren’t 
as fully invested. They’re there, but then, they’re not all in. 

Starting in v. 16, “You know how we lived in the land of Egypt and how we came through the midst of 
the nations through which you passed. You have seen their detestable things, the filthy idols of wood and stone, 
of silver and gold, that were among them. It may be that there is among you a man or woman or a family or tribe 
whose heart is already turning away from the Lord our God to serve the gods of those nations. It may be that there 
is among you a root sprouting poisonous and bitter growth.”  

What he’s talking about is a thread that had popped up over the course of the forty years often enough 
among the people’s grumbling, and it sounded like this: “This is so hard out here in the wilderness. Couldn’t we 
just go back to Egypt? We were better off there. We had it better under the pharaoh than we have it now following 
this God.” Note of course that when they talk about being in Egypt, they seem to be glossing over the fact that in 
Egypt it wasn’t just a preference of one land over another. They were living in slavery, under harsher and harsher 
treatment. But the ones thinking about going back, about serving these other gods, seem not to be remembering 
that so well.  

In other words, “It really wasn’t so bad,” and that’s why Moses says, “You know how we lived in the land 
of Egypt,” and then uses words like “detestable” and “filthy” to describe the idols they would serve and phrases 
like “a root sprouting poisonous and bitter growth” to describe the mindset that could possibly see a life of slavery 
through such skewed lenses that they would think it preferable to the life they have now, to the life the Lord is 
promising them. Like it says in v. 19, “All who hear the words of this oath and bless themselves, thinking in their 
hearts, ‘We are safe even though we go our own stubborn ways,’” they’re standing in the place of renewal, acting 
like that’s what they’re committing to, but clearly are looking back with some serious rose-tinted goggles and 
thinking that’s the way they’d rather go. 
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And that’s important to remember as we think about the rest of the passage. I’d guess that as we read those 
later verses, all that talk about the Lord’s “anger, fury, and great wrath” and “blot[ting] out their names from under 
heaven,” and the “soil [being] burned out by sulfur and salt, nothing planted, nothing sprouting, unable to support 
any vegetation,” so much so that when future generations or outsiders would witness it, they would think, “What 
on earth happened here?”, as we heard all that harsh language, we thought, “Sheesh. That’s a bit much.” But all 
of it is pointing back to this “poisonous root” bringing “bitter growth” among the people, this segment that even 
as they stood, acting like they were ready and all in to step into this renewal and into the identity, the place, the 
people God had made them to be, in their hearts they were thinking, “You know that time we were in slavery? 
That wasn’t so bad. Or you know those other nations with the other gods of wood and stone? That’s really not so 
bad. Maybe we’ll go that way.” 

They were looking back and thinking it was mostly “peace and love, man,” ignoring what really happened, 
not taking the hard, honest look at how things were, and then using that to justify turning away from the God who 
had delivered them. And the result of those rose-tinted goggles? This “poisonous root,” this “bitter growth,” this 
“soil burned out by sulfur and salt.” 

We have that same tendency, don’t we? To remember things about our past, whether it’s the general 
situation of the world, our nation, our community, our church, whatever it is, and consider them in terms of “Oh, 
it was so much better then,” and maybe sometimes that’s true, I don’t know, but we’ll inevitably gloss over things 
about whatever the past holds and think it was all “peace and love, man.” 

We can do that with ourselves too. Think of our past faults, our past shortcomings, and rather than reckon 
with them honestly, we can find it easier to think, “Eh, it really wasn’t that bad.” It’s tempting, really tempting to 
do that. No one wants to see ourselves as the problem. No one wants to be singing T Swift here: “It’s me. Hi. I’m 
the problem; it’s me.” 

It’s important here to remember two great misunderstandings about the notions of guilt and grace, because 
those quickly come into any conversation about past faults, past shortcomings.  

The first is wallowing in one’s failures, one’s faults. “Oh I did this horrible thing. I’m a horrible person. 
I’m just wretched, and I’ve always been wretched, and I’ll always be wretched, so I’ll stay here in all my 
wretchedness, and that’s just how it is.” There’s a place for healthy remorse, for healthy guilt, for recognizing 
one’s failures and faults, but that’s not it. That’s shame. And it shortchanges the power of the grace of Christ to 
restore and renew us, no matter what the past may have held for us. 

But the second great misunderstanding is that very notion I described a moment ago, the one that says, 
“Eh, I wasn’t that bad. That thing I did or didn’t do, that thought I had or didn’t have, that mindset I held or didn’t 
hold, really wasn’t so bad when you really think about it.” That’s a common defense mechanism, but it’s also the 
way of denial, and it shortchanges any chance for grace, for forgiveness, for renewal. 

And what can be so tragic is that we can get really good at avoiding that hard, honest look at ourselves, 
not just our actions, but our motives behind them, and when we do avoid it, we can sow seeds for that “poisonous 
root,” that “bitter growth,” within ourselves and within our relationships with other people, and the place for 
renewal is choked out. 

When I was younger, a teenager, I did a thing. And depending on how you look at it, maybe one could say 
what I did was the “right thing to do,” and I probably liked thinking of it that way, but ultimately, no matter how 
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I sliced it, I had the wrong motives. If you do the right thing with the wrong motives, is it still the right thing? 
That’s getting awfully philosophical, so maybe that’s another sermon, but what I knew was I was looking back 
on my own actions and ignoring the harmful mindset I had when I took them and still had, and it was poisoning 
relationships, friendships, and my own self.  

Through a series of hard convictions in that season of life, I came to realize that I had wronged other 
people. And one by one made some tough phone calls, apologizing. I can’t say for certain the impact it had on the 
other people—I hope it was meaningful for them and I think it was, just from what they said to me in response—
but I know for certain the impact it had on me. This release. This unburdening. This deliverance into, well, a way 
of forgiveness, of grace. 

And that’s just from the perspective of me, the person who had done wrong and had glossed over it, been 
in denial about it, and then the blessing, the renewal that felt like had opened up as a result of taking the hard 
look, owning it, and seeking forgiveness. But such a thing can bring about renewal in the other direction too. 

I had a friend recently tell me of a grudge he had held against someone for years. In one instance, in a 
given conversation, a friend of his—really an acquaintance but someone he would be in contact with regularly—
had said something blunt and harsh and wrong. At the time, my friend didn’t say anything about it, didn’t speak 
up or otherwise respond or indicate that it had hurt him. He just internalized it and resented the other individual, 
and it stayed that way for years.  

Now we can have a long conversation about forgiveness and the need, the calling even, for us to “forgive 
our debtors” even if those debtors don’t recognize the debt. One-sided forgiveness, you might think of it. But 
that’s the calling, grounded in recognizing our own great need for forgiveness and the grace God has given in 
Christ. “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” But oh, that’s hard to do if the other party doesn’t 
acknowledge it. That’s Christ on the cross, saying, “Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do.” 

That was the challenge my friend felt, unable to forgive someone when the other person hadn’t 
acknowledged the wrong, and it was poisoning him, going so far as avoiding going places where he knew he’d 
probably bump into the other guy. But then one day, in another chat with that same person, he unprompted said, 
“Hey, you know, I think I owe you an apology. You remember that thing I said, all that time ago? I was blunt; I 
was harsh; and I was wrong. And I’m sorry.” And my friend said that in an instant, all that resentment he had held 
onto, rightly or wrongly, just evaporated. 

Friends, if we hope to come out of the wilderness and into the place, the identity of renewal God means 
for us, we can’t go into it with rose-tinted glasses as to our need for that renewal, that grace, that restoration. We 
can’t go into it thinking, “Eh, I don’t really need it. Things really weren’t so bad.” As we see from the seeds of 
renewal here among the people of Israel, such thinking is a poisonous root, bringing bitter growth. 

But may we remember the promises and may we claim the promises, the promise that even and especially 
when we take the hard, honest look, the full accounting of how great our need for grace actually is, our desperation 
for God to renew us and bring us out of the wilderness and into the identity, the place he has made for us, we will 
be accepted and loved and forgiven and restored. 

And perhaps in an instant or perhaps over time, the ground will start to bring forth fruit again. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


