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Billie Bob Harrell thought that his money problems were over when he won the $31 million Texas Lotto jackpot in June
of 1997. Nearly broke and constantly moving between low-paying jobs, with a wife and three children to support, the
first of his $1.24 Million annual payout seemed like the light at the end of the tunnel. He quit his job at Home Depot and
took his family to Hawaii, donated tens of thousands of dollars to his church, bought new cars and homes for members
of his family and even bought 480 turkeys to the poor.

But his lavish spending attracted attention. Complete strangers would call looking for money. He had to change his
phone number multiple times. He soon found that he needed more money NOW than the annual payments. So, he
made a bad deal with a company that gives lottery winner lump-sum payment in exchange for their annual checks that
left him with far less than he won. Soon his dream life had become a nightmare. He and his wife would separate. It
would be the straw that would break the camel’s back. Within two years of winning the lottery, Billie would be found
dead in his home after he had taken his own life. Reportedly, he’d told a financial advisor shortly before his death that
“Winning the lottery is the worst thing that had ever happened to me.” (Time magazine, Nov. 27, 2012) How tragic it was
that he would end up choosing death over life.

Life is full of choices. We choose what to wear; which car to drive; what to eat; 100’s of choices made each day. But
there are choices that we make that are a matter of life or death. But what about those choices that carry eternal
consequences? Moses speaks about those choices in our text for this morning: “See, I set before you today life and
prosperity, death and destruction.” What kind of choice is that? Why would anyone choose “death and destruction”
over “life and prosperity?” Yet, the choice between God and sin is really a decision between life and death. That’s the
blunt truth of the Law.

Moses had seen it happen too many times. Moses knew that his life was about to come to an end. The book of
Deuteronomy records his final “sermon” to the children of Israel. He had one more time to remind them of God’s grace
to them, but also the serious consequences that would happen if they would choose to not follow God anymore. He
knew how easy it was for them to slip back into their sinful ways. So, he gives this warning: “But if your heart turns
away and you are not obedient, … I declare to you this day that you will certainly be destroyed.” That is what sin does
– it destroys. At that moment in time, the people talked the talk and believed they walked the walk.

Before we point the finger at them, we need to point it right back at us. In our Gospel Lesson for today, Jesus speaks
about a couple of ways that we break God’s commands. The Bible is blunt: “Anyone who hates his brother is a
murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him.”(1 John 3:15) How often do we let hatred smolder in
our hearts about a brother or sister in Christ? Or in another place it says: “If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his
brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not
seen. Whoever loves God must also love his brother.” (1 John 4:20-21). Jesus warns about how dangerous it is to have
lust in our hearts. How easy it is to give up on a marriage? Or how about those words of cursing and swearing that come
out of our mouths? Feeling guilty yet? According to Jesus, we are murderers. We are adulterers. We are liars. We can
give any excuse that we want, but the bottom line is that way too often we choose “death and destruction” over “life
and prosperity.”

If God stopped there, it would be really depressing. Our relationship with God would even stand a chance if it depended
on OUR choices. Yet, the message of the whole Bible describes just how much God loves us. This coming Tuesday is
Valentine’s Day. I read that roughly $110 billion dollars will be spent on cards, candy, flowers and other goods to express
our love toward someone else. It is all spent to show someone else that you love them with all your heart.

Maybe you saw this story on the news about 2 weeks ago. As the flames engulfed her Illinois home, investigators say
Shelby Carter had only a couple minutes at most to make a move. Her decision to strap her 12-day-old baby into a car
seat and toss her out of a second-story window ended up saving the infant’s life, but the fire killed the mother. Her body
was found inside the bedroom when rescuers arrived, and an autopsy revealed that carbon monoxide from smoke



inhalation killed her. The baby was found on top of a pile of debris and was later released with a clean bill of health from
a nearby hospital. The 21 year old mother gave her life to save the life of her child.

God gave his Son to save us. Jesus gave his life to save us. God wants us to pass that message of Jesus from one
generation to another. One final note to Moses’ encouragement: “Now choose life, so that you and your children may
live.” Moses reminds us that it is not just about us, but also about our children and future generation. The choices we
make to serve either ourselves or our God affects our families. They affect the children that God has placed in our care.

That really is what Christian Education is all about, isn’t it? Whether that happens in a school setting like we have at St.
Paul’s, in our homes, in our church or any other place that we might, it’s all about Christ. We will teach Christ the best
way that we can. We will show in our lives what it means for a believer in Jesus to make choices that are God-pleasing
and Christ-centered. When we may fail, we go to the God who has never failed us. We remember that we are his
children, whom he loves with all his heart.

Through the words of Moses in Deuteronomy, God places a choice before us again today. May we with hearts of faith
make choices that that reflects the love of our Savior in all we do. Amen.
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