
BE POSITIVE 
Deuteronomy 33:1-5; 34:1-12 

 
 Most of us have heard about Norman Vincent Peale’s book, The Power of Positive 
Thinking.  This book has been touted to be “unparalleled in its extraordinary capacity for 
restoring the faltering faith of millions.”  The book supposedly tells you how to “free yourself 
from worry, stress and resentment and to climb above problems.”  Apparently, many people have 
had success by following the tenets of what Dr. Peale taught in the book.  All of us could agree 
that being positive is preferable to being negative and optimism is more likely to produce good 
results than pessimism. 
 All of us have opportunities to attempt to do things in life.  Many times the things we try 
will not work the first time we try it.  Being negative and pessimistic will lead to being passive 
and inactive since we would find ourselves being discouraged by the failure that normally occurs 
on the first attempt.  Abraham Lincoln lost more elections than he won.  Thomas Edison tried 
hundreds of filaments before he finally found one that would work in an incandescent lamp.  
Moses would have died as a baby if his mother had not had a positive outlook on what might 
happen.  Moses himself had all the making of being a failure.  He chose to identify himself with 
a bunch of slaves.  He committed murder.  He wound up fleeing for his life and living in a desert 
wasteland tending sheep for 40 years.   
 The first of the ten traits that Dr. Peale said that a person should have is to “believe in 
yourself.”  That advice would likely have been very difficult for someone in Moses condition to 
do.  Almost everything he had done did not work out very well.  At age 80, he appeared to be a 
“washed-up has been” who had accomplished very little.  Someone might have asked him “How 
that belief in yourself and your ability working out for you?”   
 Skip ahead some 40 more years and we find someone who is thought to have been the 
greatest leader and most influential person the world had seen prior to the birth of Jesus Christ.  
What made the difference in the life of Moses?  The difference was a result of a change of focus.  
He switched from a belief in himself to a belief in Jehovah the Creator of the Universe, the Great 
I AM.  It is one thing to have positive thinking about what you can do, but it is an entirely 
different situation to have positive thinking about what God will do.  One of the primary benefits 
of positive thinking or optimism is the confidence that it produces which results in action.  This 
approach works to some extent even when we are trusting in our own ability, but it never fails 
when we are trusting in the sure promises of the Almighty and Omnipotent God of Creation.   
 This is why Moses kept pointing to God’s power and God’s character as the starting point 
for all we do.  This was his starting point as he began to pronounce blessings on the tribes of 
Israel before his death.  Keep in mind that Moses had just been told by God that he was to go to 
Mount Nebo and die there and be gathered to his people.  So how does one stay positive after 
having been given such instructions?   
 
Keep Bragging on God to the End – 33:1-5 
1 Now this is the blessing with which Moses the man of God blessed the sons of Israel before his death. 2 He said, 
“The LORD came from Sinai, And dawned on them from Seir; He shone forth from Mount Paran, And He came 
from the midst of ten thousand holy ones; At His right hand there was flashing lightning for them. 3 “Indeed, He 
loves the people; All Your holy ones are in Your hand, And they followed in Your steps; Everyone receives of Your 
words. 4 “Moses charged us with a law, A possession for the assembly of Jacob. 5 “And He was king in Jeshurun, 
When the heads of the people were gathered, The tribes of Israel together.  Deuteronomy 33:1-5 (NASB95)  
 Before his death, Moses gave his blessings to the tribes of Israel.  It is in some ways like 



the blessings which Jacob pronounced on his sons (the fathers of the tribes) at the end of his life 
as recording in Genesis 49.  Moses may be depicted here as a ‘father’ of Israel in a figurative 
sense. He had, in any case, authority to bless the people because he was the man of God, a term 
used for prophets.   
 We don’t have such traditions today of pronouncing a blessing on the family by an older 
member of the family near the end of his life.  Maybe the closest thing we do is to provide a last 
will and testament in which the heirs are physically blessed with their inheritance.  In order to do 
even that, there has to be something actually available to make the blessing real and meaningful.  
The blessings that Moses would pronounce on the tribes would be meaningless unless God was 
able to make it happen.  This would have been a good reason for Moses to start the blessing with 
a reminder of how awesome God is.  Moses used the events of the exodus to highlight the power 
of God that had been demonstrated in all He had done for them over the past 40 years.   
 Moses could have started with the deliverance from Egypt, but choose instead to start at 
the place of the giving of the law which was also the place where Moses encountered God in the 
“burning bush.”  It was the giving of the Law that formed the basis for turning a ragtag group of 
freed slaves into a nation that would impact the world.  This is the point of the Lord’s ‘coming’ 
from Sinai, where the law was given (usually called ‘Horeb’ in Deuteronomy), and of the 
references to places in the desert (such as Seir and Paran) on the way.  (Observation: If the law 
and the keeping of it could turn a group of slaves into a powerful nation, then might we conclude 
that abandoning the law could turn a powerful nation into a group of slaves?) 
 The exact meaning of this passage is difficult to discern since it is Hebrew poetry.  The 
main idea is that God came in a fiery display with a multitude of angels to deliver the law by His 
own hand.   
 The idea of the Lord’s love for the people mentioned in verse three is related to the 
sovereign grace of God who first initiated the relationship with Abraham and continued to his 
descendants through Isaac and Jacob.  There is a second mention of “holy ones” in this verse and 
it is likely that this time it is referring to the people whom God had chosen.  They had remained 
at the base of the mountain where God appears to Moses – literally, they sat at His feet and 
received the Law.  That holy relationship was marked by the giving of the law through Moses, 
and the two things together – the powerful rescue of the people from slavery in Egypt and the 
giving of His law – established the Lord as Israel’s king.  In this poem He is said to be king in 
Jeshurun (literal meaning is “righteous”) which would teach us that we acknowledge the rule of 
God (as our king) as we live our lives in obedience to His righteous precepts and 
commandments.   
 In keeping with the theme of being positive, we can certainly see that realizing the 
presence of God and seeing evidence of His power has a significant influence on our outlook on 
life.  Such an awareness should also help keep us focused on His purposes. 
 
Keep Focusing on God’s Purposes – 34:1-4 
1 Now Moses went up from the plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, to the top of Pisgah, which is opposite Jericho. And 
the LORD showed him all the land, Gilead as far as Dan, 2 and all Naphtali and the land of Ephraim and Manasseh, 
and all the land of Judah as far as the western sea, 3 and the Negev and the plain in the valley of Jericho, the city of 
palm trees, as far as Zoar. 4 Then the LORD said to him, “This is the land which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, saying, ‘I will give it to your descendants’; I have let you see it with your eyes, but you shall not go over 
there.”  Deuteronomy 34:1-4 (NASB95) 
 God had called Moses to deliver His people and to bring them to the Promised Land.  
Moses had completed what God had called him to do.  How can we ever be more successful than 



accomplishing what God had planned for us to do?  Moses was obedient to the very end.  After 
he delivered the blessing, he then climbed from the plain where the people were encamped to the 
top of Mount Nebo.   
 The mountains in that area rise up some 2700 feet above sea level and it must have 
provided Moses with a panoramic view of that land.  That was as close as Moses would come to 
it.  He could not go in because he had sinned against God at Meribah. The word Meribah means 
rebellion. There were two rebellions of the people involving lack of water.  The first was at 
Horeb and happened early on after the people came out of Egypt.  The first time, God told Moses 
to strike the rock with the staff he had used to strike the Nile River.  Water came out of that rock 
for the people.  This event is pictured as a type of the crucifixion of Christ.  Paul (I Cor 10:4) 
speaks about Christ as being the Spiritual Rock that accompanied Israel.  The next time a 
rebellion happened concerning water occurred about a year before they entered the Promised 
Land and this took place at Kadesh-Barnea.  This time God told Moses to take his staff with him 
and to speak to the rock.  Moses was frustrated and angry with the people because they were 
murmuring and complaining against God and against him and in his frustration he struck the 
rock.  Water came out and the people benefitted from it.  However, this disobedience was seen as 
a lack of trust and God declared that “Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as 
holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.”   
Once again we see the seriousness of sin.  Sin has consequences even when there is forgiveness.   
 
Keep Preparing and Encouraging New Leaders – 34:5-9 
5 So Moses the servant of the LORD died there in the land of Moab, according to the word of the LORD. 6 And He 
buried him in the valley in the land of Moab, opposite Beth-peor; but no man knows his burial place to this day. 7 

Although Moses was one hundred and twenty years old when he died, his eye was not dim, nor his vigor abated. 8 So 
the sons of Israel wept for Moses in the plains of Moab thirty days; then the days of weeping and mourning for 
Moses came to an end. 9 Now Joshua the son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom, for Moses had laid his 
hands on him; and the sons of Israel listened to him and did as the LORD had commanded Moses.  Deuteronomy 
34:5-9 (NASB95) 
 Though Moses sinned, there was not a break in the fellowship with God because there is 
forgiveness and Moses served God to the end of his life.  Instead of going into the physical 
Promised Land, he went to a better place to be with God.  As beautiful as the land of Canaan 
was, it was nothing to compare to the place where Moses went after his death.   
 We are told that Moses died and that “he” buried him where no man knew the place.  
Who “he” was that did the burying is not clear from this passage.  The secrecy of the burial place 
was likely to prevent the people from building a cult regarding the remains of this great man. We 
gain a little more insight as to the situation here from the book of Jude in the New Testament.  
Jude tells us that the archangel Michael contended with Satan over the body of Moses.  It is 
possible that Satan wanted control over the remains so that a cult could be propagated.  It is 
possible that “he” in this passage was the archangel Michael.   
 Moses was 120 years old and the testimony of the Scriptures is that he still had good eye 
sight and was physically hearty.  I believe that this is available to all of us. Doing things that are 
healthy – eating the right foods, getting good exercise, having a positive mental attitude, and not 
abusing the body with chemical substances – can pay off with good health and a long life.  We 
are told in Romans that if the Spirit that raised Christ from the grave dwells in us, He will 
quicken (give life to) our mortal bodies.  Being in touch with God through His Holy Spirit is an 
essential ingredient to achieving what Moses did.   
 The mantle of leadership passed from Moses to Joshua who had served alongside of 
Moses as his general.  Joshua's name means “salvation.”  As you already know, the Greek 



equivalent of the Hebrew word Joshua is Jesus.  This early Jesus (Joshua) led the people into the 
Promised Land of the physical world and the latter Jesus leads us to the spiritual Promised Land.   
 Israel had not been left without help.  Her real source of strength was and is in God, not 
in any human figure. In real life, there must be successions, and there is possible harm in over 
attachment to personalities.  Israel continued to have the words which the Lord had spoken 
through Moses.  She also had a worthy new leader, Joshua, to whom it fell to lead the people into 
the next stage of her journey, and life with God.  
 
Keep Growing in Your Relationship with God – 34:10-12 
10 Since that time no prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the LORD knew face to face, 11 for all the signs and 
wonders which the LORD sent him to perform in the land of Egypt against Pharaoh, all his servants, and all his land, 
12 and for all the mighty power and for all the great terror which Moses performed in the sight of all Israel.  
Deuteronomy 34:10-12 (NASB95) 
 Moses’ life was lived before God, in obedience to him and in fellowship with him. There 
was, in fact, none like Moses, neither before nor after, whether as prophet or as powerful leader 
until the coming of the one who was more than a prophet; namely, Jesus Christ. The final tribute 
to Moses was that he followed God faithfully to the end of his life. In whatever light we view 
this extraordinary man, the eulogy pronounced in these inspired words are well deserved. No 
Hebrew prophet or ruler equaled him in character or official dignity, or in knowledge of God’s 
will and opportunities of announcing it. 
 Moses had no parallel in the history of Israel.  He knew the Lord face to face.  The total 
number of signs and wonders that Moses did, no other man duplicated.  Only Jesus of Nazareth 
overshadows Moses as a prophet and worker of miracles.  Moses gave them the Old Covenant 
and Jesus gave us a New Covenant.  Moses interceded for the people and Jesus fulfills that role 
for us today, even at the right hand of the Father.  Moses endured and lived 120 years but Jesus is 
eternal.  We, in Christ, share in that eternal nature and yet can learn from the life of Moses of 
how God can work in our lives now to be of service to Him and to the Kingdom of God.  
 The book ends on a prophetic note looking forward to the day when “another Moses” 
would be given to Israel. That day finally arrived when the Lord Jesus Christ came as a Servant 
but also as the very Son of God, surpassing even Moses (Heb. 3:1-6).  Jesus came and offered to 
take Israel into a new era, the Age of His Grace.  


