One Roadblock After Another
The poor guy can’t catch a break. After losing his sister and prophetic advisor, Miriam, then losing his temper
and getting shut out of the Promised Land, Moses faithfully continues to lead the Israelites to the “land flowing
with milk and honey” that he will never enter. And now some of their relatives stand in their way.
The Edomites – who are descendants of Jacob’s brother Esau – won’t let the Israelites take a shortcut through
their territory on the way to Canaan. Edom was in what is now Jordan. Although it was a longer route, it was a
better route and therefore, quicker.
Moses asked nicely – sending messengers to their king. His message reminds the king of the suffering of the
Israelites in Egypt, as well as God’s deliverance of His people. It couldn’t hurt to drop God’s name – if
anything, it would lay a guilt trip on the Edomite king.
Moses promises that the Israelites will not to trample any fields or vineyards or take any water to drink. They
will stick to the main north-south route through Edom – a popular trade route known as The King’s Highway –
until they get to the other side.
The request provokes an unnecessarily hostile rebuke. The Edomite king responded, “You may not pass
through here; if you try, we will march out and attack you with the sword.”
Moses asked again, promising that if any of the Israelites’ livestock drank any of the Moabites’ water, they
would pay for it. He wanted to make sure the Edomites knew the Israelites were not bent on conquest – they
just wanted a shortcut to their destination. The answer came back again, “You may not pass through.”
Then the Edomites sent their army to put an exclamation point at the end of that sentence, so the Israelites
headed in a shorter, but more difficult direction.
This episode shines a spotlight on the long-standing distrust that Edom felt Israel, going back to Jacob’s
swindling Esau out of his inheritance and father Isaac’s blessing almost 350 years before. That is a long time to
hold a grudge! As a result, God pronounced doom on Edom through the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
Amos, and Obadiah.
Moses has already suffered the pain and loss of being told he will not enter the Promised Land – now it’s going
to be all the harder for him to lead the Israelites to it.
Then Moses is told that he is to take Aaron and Aaron’s son Eleazar up Mount Hor, where he is to appoint
Eleazar as High Priest, and that Aaron will die after that. Moses obeys – to the point of removing the priestly
vestments from Aaron and putting them on Eleazar – knowing that that will be the end of his brother. What
sorrow Moses must have felt – along with the temptation to delay the transfer of authority because it would give
him more time with his brother.
By now Moses is starting to feel very alone. His confidants are all gone. Maybe he even feels survivor’s guilt.
On top of all that, Aaron’s death is a profound reminder that Moses himself will die without entering the
Promised Land.
This chapter has been extraordinarily dark, hasn’t it? They are no bright spots in it – or are there?
Appointing Eleazar as his father’s successor is a clear indication that God has not abandoned His people – and
has provided for their spiritual care and sacrifices to keep them holy. God is still their God. Then the glimmers
of light get brighter in the first story in Chapter 21.

The king of Arad, one of the Canaanite kingdoms, attacked the Israelites as they were travelling through his
territory. Arad was on the opposite side of the Jordan from Edom. Some of the Israelites were taken captive.
God’s people vowed to wipe out the cities of Arad if God would give them victory – which God then did.
The name of the location of this overwhelming victory by the Israelites was Hormah – the same location where
the Canaanite and Amalekite armies soundly defeated the Israelites shortly after they had left Egypt.
That story comes from Numbers 14. When God told His people they would not enter the Promised Land
because they had refused His order to go in and take the land, they changed their minds and decided to head for
Canaan. Moses warned them not to, but they started for the Promised land and were beaten back terribly.
Another bright spot is that the people – after some of them were taken captive – went to God in prayer. That in
itself is progress. And they vowed with determination: “If You will deliver these people into our hands, we will
totally destroy their cities.” That, too, is a radical change from their usual behavior.
For Moses, though, this was His usual behavior. Yes, he got frustrated with the people and was not always the
giant of faith we like to think he was – but the vast majority of the time he was doggedly determined to keep
moving in the direction God led him. He was persistent in the face of seemingly insurmountable challenges.
Simply put – Moses would not let roadblocks stop him from doing what God had called him to do.
It is not easy to be the Church of Jesus Christ today. The symbiotic relationship with schools and government
of the past has often been replaced by hostility. (Although we are in something of a time-warp here in this part
of the Ohio Valley – and I’m glad of it!)
People of faith are rarely depicted as thoughtful, caring, kind heroes – instead, we are usually portrayed as
hypocrites or fanatics.
And most of our churches have more and more empty pews every year. I cannot independently confirm this
statistic, but I trust the pastor who shared it with me: in our synod – the Synod of the Trinity – which covers 16
presbyteries in Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Ohio – only ten churches had an increase in membership last
year. TEN – out of 1061 congregations!
So it is tempting to give up – to continue doing Sunday morning worship until it’s time for our own funeral, but
not make any real effort to advance God’s kingdom. And it’s true – we may never see an encore of the heyday
we had in the 50s, 60s, and 70s.
But as we are only four days away from the 75th anniversary of D-Day, I would like to share with you the words
of Winston Churchill to the House of Commons in 1940 after the English army and her allies had suffered a
disastrous defeat in Eastern France in 1940:
… we shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and
oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island,
whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in
the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender …
This summer is also the 50th anniversary of the first landing on the Moon. But in 1962 – when President
Kennedy’s pledge to put a man on the Moon by the end of the decade was running into opposition and ridicule,
the President told a crowd at Rice University in Houston:
“The United States was not built by those who waited and rested; this country was conquered by those who
moved forward – and so will space.”

Moses never gave up – never let the roadblocks stop him – until the Lord told him his time was up. And we
will continue to face roadblocks as we work with Jesus to build His kingdom. But with His help we will go
over them, go around them, tunnel under them, or go through them – as long as we have the breath that God
gives us.
Amen.

