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Deuteronomy 8:11-20 
 
As many of you know, one of my favorite things in the world to do is to go hiking. I 
absolutely love being outside and experiencing fresh air and the sights and the sounds 
and the smells of the wilderness. There’s one thing that I don’t like so much about the 
outdoors, though, and that is bugs. Usually, it is just mosquitoes that really irritate me, 
or sometimes flies or gnats – things that are more annoying than they are dangerous. 
But once in a while, we might happen upon a far more vicious creepy crawly. 
 
When I was back in New Mexico, we really had to watch for black widow spiders. I know 
we get black widows pretty much everywhere, but in our last house we saw them all. 
the. time. Fortunately, they are easy to recognize, and they’re not aggressive. But a 
black widow spider bite can be really gnarly. 
 
And then there are scorpions. These little buggers are nasty because they are dirt-
colored, along with everything else in the desert, so they blend in, with pretty much 
everything. And they like to hide out in dark places, so depending on where you live, it’s 
a good idea to knock your shoe on the floor a few times before putting it on, just in case 
there was something sting-y hiding inside. 
 
When I was a baby we would get a lot of scorpions in the house. And we had one 
awesome cat who made it his mission to track down all the scorpions, and then stand as 
a buffer between the scorpion and me until one of my parents would come and kill it. 
 
Creepy crawlies aren’t just a desert thing – they are everywhere. In the desert, while 
you get scorpions and spiders, you really don’t have to worry too much about ticks, or 
chiggers. So it’s a trade-off. Lots of rattlesnakes – lots and lots of rattlesnakes, but no 
copperheads. Gila monsters are fun – these are enormous highly-venomous lizards, but 
they move so slowly that they are not much of a threat. Or vinegaroons! These babies 
are huge and they look absolutely treacherous, but they are surprisingly harmless and 
they eat bad bugs so we leave them be. 
 
And we can’t forget about tarantulas – big, hairy spiders that look a little more like a 
small mammal. Again, they are basically harmless, but for people afraid of spiders, these 
guys will really give you the heebie-jeebies. 
 
Here’s a fun one: This guy has actually been named as the New Mexico state insect. It’s 
called the tarantula hawk wasp. It stings a tarantula, paralyzing it, and then it lays its 
eggs inside the tarantula. And then when the baby wasps hatch, they eat the tarantula 
from the inside out. It’s absolutely barbaric.  
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And what in the world do cool and weird and scary bugs have to do with Deuteronomy? 
We’ll get there. 
 
Deuteronomy is a book that I’m guessing many of us tend to steer clear of when we can. 
Genesis and Exodus are both full of great fabulous, easy-to-read stories that lead us 
from the moment of creation, through the early generations of God’s people, and we 
see in these stories the fullness of human nature coming out in all of its vibrant colors – 
both the good and the bad. We have heroes and we have villains, and most people that 
we see are just really messy people with some mix of hero and villain inside all of them.  
 
We get the story of Israel in slavery, and then Moses leading the people out of Egypt, 
across the Red Sea, and into the wilderness where, for the first time, they have an 
opportunity to recreate themselves as a people. To be something new. To establish 
themselves, now and forever more as God’s people. But the minute they set foot on the 
other side of the Red Sea, we see their human nature coming out, yet again. They take a 
little, brief moment to worship God and to celebrate and to give thanks for God’s 
miraculous work among them, and then the very next breath they start to whine and 
complain, that they are hungry, and thirsty, and they have no place to sleep, and Moses 
must have just led them out here to die and things were so much better back in Egypt. 
 
And then things spiral downward even more when Moses goes up the mountain to 
receive the 10 Commandments and while he and God are deep in conversation, Moses’s 
brother Aaron is back down at camp with the rest of the Israelites fashioning a golden 
calf for the people to worship, because they thought that both God and Moses had left 
the camp. 
 
And thus began Israel’s wilderness journey – a journey that started out to be a quick, 
little, brief stint in the desert but that eventually wound up lasting 40 years. Long 
enough that probably more than half of the people gathered there at the base of Mt. 
Sinai would die before they ever entered the Promised Land. Long enough that even 
Moses himself would not live to set foot on the other side of the promise. 
 
And then, the story of the people kind-of breaks for a full three books, and the end of 
Exodus and all of Leviticus and Numbers and most of Deuteronomy sit there as a 
reminder of who the people are and who they are called to be. These “books of the 
law,” as they are called, are basically the standards for life in community. The dos and 
don’ts for the people of God. 
 
And they go on, and on, and on. How many of us have ever thought, “hey, I’m going to 
sit down and read the Bible cover-to-cover,” and then we get into about the 5th or 6th 
chapter of Leviticus and we just lose interest. It happens. It’s not the most thrilling read. 
 



Fierce Landscapes  Bugs, Spiders, and Things That Crawl 3 
  

    

But nestled deeply within these books is some really good, important stuff – stuff that 
continues to remind us who we are as God’s people, and what is expected of us. And I 
daresay, maybe even some words of hope for us as a community of faith for “such a 
time as this.” 
 
So during this season of Lent we have been working our way through different “desert 
stories” in scripture – looking at what the desert has to teach us about life with God. We 
talked about rain in the desert, how the desert bursts into life with even the tiniest little 
bit of moisture. We talked about things that grow in the desert and their resilience – 
how when survival is threatened there are even some plants who will root down 
through solid rock to find good soil and nutrients. Last week at Wenksville we talked 
about monsoon season and flash floods – the danger of getting swept up in the roaring 
waters of a thunderstorm – and Bendersville folks, if you would like to read that 
message, you can follow the link to the sermon archives from the worship page of the 
website, and download a hard copy of that sermon there. 
 
And what we have seen, again and again, is that when the people of God are out and 
exposed in the desert, they face huge dangers. Harsh sun. Drought and famine. Water 
sources that are few and far between. Empty aisles of toilet paper and Clorox Wipes. 
Dry, rocky soil that isn’t fit for growing anything in. Lightning storms that set the 
parched ground on fire. Thunderstorms that send flash floods through all the dry 
streambeds. Scorpions and spiders and rattlesnakes. The desert is harsh, and scary, and 
fierce. 
 
But as fierce as the desert is, God is fiercer. And sometimes the miracles that God works 
during these desert seasons is in strengthening God’s people, and helping us to discover 
inside ourselves a deep creativity and resilience that we didn’t know was there. 
 
So today, as we find ourselves in Deuteronomy chapter 8, we find Israel in a little bit of a 
“liminal space” – a transitional period – a “time between the times,” so to speak. 
They’ve been there in the wilderness for a long time. And then at the beginning of 
Deuteronomy, Moses takes the time to remind them of their story. “Here’s where 
you’ve been, O Israel. Look at all we have walked through together, and look at how 
God has sustained us, and look at everything we have learned.” 
 
Moses reminds them of their history with God, and then recites again for them the 10 
Commandments, and later, the Greatest Commandment – “You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” (Jesus later 
adds “all your mind” to this list).  
 
And then, Moses makes a shift, from looking behind them to looking in front of them. 
Looking ahead toward the Promised Land. And that is where our scripture today picks 
up. 
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“When you enter into the Promised Land,” Moses tells the Israelites, “take care that you 
do not forget the Lord your God.” Life is about to look really different for you. You have 
just spent the better part of four decades just trying to survive from day to day, forced 
to trust that God would provide you with what you will need for today, and no more. 
Forced to rely on God for your very existence. Your life has been very simple, very basic. 
No fancy food, no extravagant homes, no wild entertainment. Your only jobs have been 
to trust God, and to survive – and there were times when both have been hard. This has 
been a great and terrible wilderness, an arid wasteland with poisonous snakes and 
scorpions at every turn. You’ve had to be vigilant. You’ve had to watch where you step, 
and be careful when putting on your shoes. You’ve had to wash your hands for two full 
rounds of Happy Birthday, every single time, and not stand within six feet of anyone 
else. It’s been rough. 
 
And now, when all that is about to change, as we get ready to enter into the Promised 
Land – a land brimming with figs and pomegranates and olives and honey and livestock 
– a place of possibility and promise – a land where you will be able to become anything 
you want to be, the temptation is going to be to forget the lessons that you have 
learned in the desert.  

• And when everything gets easy and you’ve filled yourselves up with fine food 
and built beautiful houses for yourselves, are you going to remember that life 
itself is a gift from God?  

• When the soil is rich and dense, are you going to remember that your roots can 
dig down deep even into rocks?  

• When the rain falls and gently waters your crops, will you remember the God 
who once set a flash flood upon the whole world? 

• When you have walls to protect you from the spiders and the scorpions and the 
snakes and things that bite and sting, will you remember the God who binds up 
our wounds and scatters our enemies? 

• When life’s not scary anymore, will you still remember the God who nurtured 
you through your deepest fear? 

Because here’s the thing: as much as we don’t tend to welcome the desert seasons of 
life as a gift, as hard as they are; as isolating as they feel; as inconvenient and frustrating 
as they can be, there are certain gifts that we can only receive when we walk through 
the desert. When we are forced out of our routines and our places of comfort and we 
have nothing left but to put our trust in a God who somehow tends to show up exactly 
when the desert landscape is at its fiercest and when we are at our wit’s end. 
 
So friends, as we sit here behind our computer screens, desperately longing to be 
present with one another; as we hunker down in our homes and try to do our best to 
not make the many scary problems in our world right now worse; as we wonder about 
what is coming next and fear the unknown ahead of us, let us trust deeply in our God 
who is here with us, now. Let us receive this desert space as an opportunity to let go of 
the things that don’t matter, and hold on only to the things that matter most.  
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• In our fear, may we turn to the God who calms our fears.  

• In our isolation, may we connect deeply to the God who values closeness with 
us.  

• In our uncertainty, let us hold onto the one and only thing that is truly certain: 
that God is good.  

In fact, may we draw so close to God during these weeks that when it is all over, and 
when we get ready to move back into our “Promised Land” of normal, everyday life – 
the land flowing with milk, honey, and enough toilet paper to go around – may we look 
back on this desert season not as a time of snakes and spiders and scorpions, but as that 
time when we truly and deeply rediscovered who we were: beloved children of the one 
true God. 


