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GENERAL PREFACE 

The decision completely to revise the Tyndale Old Testament 
Commentaries is an indication of the important role that the series 
has played since its opening volumes were released in the mid-r 96os. 
They represented at that time, and have continued to represent, 
commentary writing that was committed both to the importance of 
the text of the Bible as Scripture and a desire to engage \Vith as full 
a range of interpretative issues as possible without being lost in the 
minutiae of scholarly debate. The commentaries aimed to explain 
the biblical text to a generation of readers confronting models of 
critical scholarship and new discoveries from the Ancient Near East, 
while remembering that the Old Testament is not simply another 
text from the ancient world. Although no uniform process of 
exegesis was required, all the original contributors were united in 
their conviction that the Old Testament remains the word of God 
for us today. That the original volumes fulfilled this role is evident 
from the way in which they continue to be used in so many parts of 
the world. 

A crucial element of the original series was that it should offer an 
up-to-date reading of the text, and it is precisely for this reason that 
new volumes are required. The questions confronting readers in the 
first half of the twenty-first century are not necessarily those from 
the second half of the twentieth. Discoveries from the Ancient 
Near East continue to shed new light on the Old Testament, whilst 
emphases in exegesis have changed markedly. Whilst remaining true 
to the goals of the initial volumes, the need for contemporary study 
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of the text requires that the series as a whole be updated. This 
. . . 1 

updating is not simply a matter of comrmss1orung
_ 
new voiumes to 

replace the old. \\·e have also taken the o�porturut:y to
. 
u?dat� the 

format of the series to reflect a key emphasis from lingwstics, wh1.ch 

is that texts communicate in larger blocks rather than in shorter 

segments such as individual verses. Because of this, the treatment of 

each section of the text includes three segments. First, a short note 

on Context is offered, placing the passage under consideration in its 

literary setting within the book, as well as noting any historical issues 

crucial to interpretation. The Comment segment then follows the 

traditional structure of the commentary, offering exegesis of the 
various components of a passage. Finally, a brief comment is made 
on Meaning, by which is meant the message that the passage seeks to 

communicate within the book, highlighting its key theological 
themes. This section brings together the detail of the Comment to 

show how the passage under consideration seeks to communicate 
as a whole. 

Our prayer is that these new volumes will continue the rich 

heritage of the Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries and that they 

will continue to witness to the God who is made known in the text. 

David G. Firth, Series Editor 

Tremper Longman III, Consulting Editor 

AUTHOR'S PREFACE 

When I commenced my very first solo student pastorate at North 

Auburn Baptist Church in Sydney, in 1 968, I decided to begin my 
pastoral ministry by preaching through the book of Deuteronomy. 

Now, in the final year (20 10) of my official working life as Senior 
Lecturer in Old Testament at the Bible College of Victoria, I have 
found myself completing a five-year project, writing a replacement 

for the Tyndale Old Testament Commentary on Deuterononry written 

by Dr John Thompson in 1974· In so doing, I believe that 
Deuteronomy has provided a kind of bookend to my life's story. 

Deuteronomy is rich in spirituality, and is arguably Old Testament 

preaching at its best. What struck me most about the book were the 

powerful and rhetorical echoes of the burning bush narrative from 

Exodus 3 .  Thus, in Deuteronomy God continually speaks to Israel 

from out of the fire, as a way of eliciting an appropriate ftarand obedi­

ence to his word that would serve and bless them for ever (5 :19; 
1 0: 1 2-1 3) . This in no small way drives the narrative throughout, for 

Yahweh, Israel's sovereign God, continues to burn with jealous love 

and judgment towards his people to the very end, and expects his 

people to love him with equal passion (6:4-5). 

Writing a commentary of this kind cannot be undertaken in a 

vacuum. Acknowledgment and thanks are here made for the many 
commentaries, monographs and articles that I have consulted in the 

preparation of this work. My special thanks are also directed to 

David Firth, for his helpful and patient editing of the manuscript 

throughout its preparation. 
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finalh-, I would like to pay special tribute to my former lecturers 

with wh�m I began my spiritual journey and training at The Baptist 

Theological College of 0:ew South \'rales (now known as :Vforling 

College), in Sydney from 1966 to 1970. These include Principal B. G. 
\\�right (Theology), Rev. 1'\. P. Andersen (Dean and Lecturer in 

Church History and Religious Education), Rev. E. R. Rogers (New 
Testament and Greek) and Rev. Dr V. J. Eldridge (Old Testament 

and Hebrew). These godly men ought never to be forgotten, for, 
like :VIoses in Deuteronomy, they have seen the Promised Land 

from afar, and have shared its lasting glory \v:ith generations of their 
grateful students. 

E. J. (Ted) Woods 
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D t 6. ) Jesus also made Deuteronomy 6: 5 a primary demand eu . .13 . 
for his followers (-:\fatt. 22:37; :\Iark r 2:30; Luke 10:27). In :'vfatthew 
22:34_40, he reminded his audience that the whole of the Law and 
Prophets (= the entire Old Testament) rested upon the twin pillars 
of Deuteronomy 6: 5 and Leviticus l 9: l 8. Luke saw in Jes us the 

prophet like 1Moses who must be listened to and obeyed (Deut. l 8:1 5 ,  

l 8-19; Acts 3:22-23), and he patterned the early Christian commu­
nity on Deuteronomy's vision (Acts 4: 34; c£ Deut. l 5 :4). It was Paul 

who made the most use of Deuteronomy in his writings, especially 

Deuteronomy 30:11-14 (Rom. 10:6-10) and chapter 32 (Rom. 10:19 
- l l :26; l Cor. lo; 2 Cor. 6: 14-1 8). Finally, in Deuteronomy we have, 
for the first time, a reflective attempt to systematize belief in Israel. 

2. Title 

Deuteronomy begins, These are the words (v. l). The name 'Deu­
teronomy' derives from the Greek rendering of 17:18, where the 

king who is to rule over Israel is commanded to prepare a copy ef this 
law. In its context, it is unclear whether this means a copy of this law 

of the king (Deut. l]'.14-20), or a copy of the full law code of 

Deuteronomy in which it is now contained. However, regardless of 
this point, the Greek Septuagint (LXX) mistakenly rendered this 
phrase as to deuteronomion touto, literally translated as a 'second law'. 
Subsequently, the Latin Vulgate followed suit and rendered the 

Greek noun deuteronomium ('second law'). The book's contents were 

therefore regarded as a 'second law', quite apart from the original 

meaning of l 7: l 8. On the one hand, the translation 'second law' is 
somewhat misleading, since the book is not a 'second law' as such, 
but rather a renewal and recapitulation of the law given at Sinai in 

preached form (Deut. 29: l). This is the new element with these laws. 
Yet, the description of the Septuagint (LXX) is apt if it was based 

on the observation that the book of Deuteronomy contained 'new 
laws' in addition to those found in Exodus to Numbers (Deut. 29:1). 
But this does not mean with Weinfeld (1991: 19) that Deuteronomy 

should be seen as the 'law proper', replacing the Book of the 

Covenant. Rather, Deuteronomy restates about half of the Book 
of the Covenant (Exod. 20:22 - 23:19) in order to account for 

'centralization' and changes in 'economic' and 'social relationships', 

1:--;TRODCCTIO'-: 

while preserving much of the wording of the original law (Nelson 

2002: 5). The reader is reminded yet again of the dramatic staging 

of Deuteronomy as an address delivered on the verge of entry into 
the land. Also, if, by the translation 'second law', the Septuagint 
(LXX) could mean repeated law, 1 or completed law, 2 then this, in some 

measure at least, aligns with the suggestion that Deuteronomy is a 

re-presentation of the law of Sinai, in the form of an exposition or 
expansion of Mosaic law. The phrase 'second law' reminds readers 

that God's law is not a matter given once and for all (Fretheim l 996: 

l 5 3). Law was integral to life before Sinai (e.g. Exod. 16:23), and 
develops after Sinai in view of the needs of new times and places.3 

The phrase also indicates the authoritative role that Deuteronomy 
has in interpreting the Sinai law. But this is achieved only in associ­

ation with Moses. Deuteronomy is therefore best understood as a 

covenant renewal document and not an initial statement of covenant 
establishment (Merrill 1994: 52). It seeks to anticipate julfy changes 

that would be brought about by the entrance and settlement into 

the land of Canaan. 

3. Authorship, date and provenance 

The question of the authorship, date and provenance of 
Deuteronomy continues to gravitate between two poles. The first is 

represented by pre-critical Jewish and Christian tradition in almost 

unanimously attributing Deuteronomy to Moses, at least in its basic 
form.4 The second position relates to the new direction taken by De 

Wette in l So 5, who argued that the Book ef the Law found by Hilkiah 
the high priest (2 Kgs 22:8), and used by Josiah (2 Kgs 22 - 23), was 

r. Suggested by Thompson (1974: 1 2) involving reinterpretation and 
reapplication in legal and religious traditions. 

2. E.g. Exod. 20:22 - 2 3: 19  expounding Exod. 20: 1-17 .  

3 .  Notably with the situation of Zelophehad's daughters (Num. 27: 1-1 l 

and 36 : 1-13) . 

4. With some arguing for post-Mosaic additions such as Moses' death at 

34: 5-12, e.g. the reservations of Spinoza in his Tractatus 

Theologico-Politicus (pp. l 2 1-1 24, 1 28-132) .  
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none other than the recently written book of Deuteronomy 
(possibly going back to Hezekiah). This was developed by 
Wellhausen (1885), who argued that aprophetwrote the specific chap­
ters (12 - 26) just prior to Josiah's reforms around 622 BC. They then 
became a kind of manual for reform, targeting the centralization 
of the cult in Jerusalem and the removal of the 'high places' in the 
land. The prophet hid the book in the temple in such a way that it 
would be found. Thus Hilkiah's discovery of the book, and 
Shaphan's reading of it to the king, became the basis for the various 
reforms. Eventually Deuteronomy was added to the other four 
books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers) to create the Penta­
teuch, in line with Wellhausen's evolutionary view of the documen­
tary sources and history of the Pentateuch. Since then, the view­
points expressed by De Wette and Wellhausen have provided the 
hinge point on which basic questions relating to the origin and date 
of the Pentateuch (Genesis to Deuteronomy) have turned. 

In current scholarly debate and research, Wellhausen's central 
thesis connecting Deuteronomy with Josiah's reforms (seventh 
century BC) continues to be assumed (in different forms) by most 
higher critical studies. But as Clements (2003: 508) has put it; the 
most recent work has tended to view the link between Josiah's 
reform and the date of Deuteronomy very differently, by recog­
nizing that a lengt1-J process of composition best explains Deu­
teronomy's final form. However, as Block (2001: 388-390) has 
pointed out, this does not mean that scholars have always agreed in 
their explanations of the book's origin. For example, von Rad ( l 9 5 3: 
60-69) argued that Deuteronomy was written by country Levites 
from the north, who came to Judah after the fall of Israel in 721 BC, 
and preserved their traditions shortly before 70 l BC. Nicholson 
(1967: l 19-124) and Clements (1965: 300-312) have adopted a 
similar approach, with a northern circle of either prophets 
(Nicholson) or reformers (Clements) fleeing south and composing 
their work in Jerusalem, hoping to reform Judah and the Jerusalem 
cult in line with the distinctive teaching of Deuteronomy (e.g. 
centralization, ark and 'name' theology). On the other hand, 
Weinfeld (1991: 44-50) argues that northern prophecy (especially 
seen in Hosea) has influenced Deuteronomy. During the periods of 
Hezekiah and Josiah in the south, Deuteronomy was eventually 

I='TR0DCCTI01' 

formed as a manual for the king and the people by a scribal school, 
which also reflects the wisdom tradition (Deut. 4:6). Lohfink ( l 977= 
12-21) anticipates Weinfeld (1991: 44-50) in seeing a southern 

provenance for Deuteronomy, arguing that it was composed in 

several stages, chiefly as a protest against a growing Assyrian hegem­
ony over Judah that went back at least as far as Hezekiah's father, 
Ahaz (2 Kgs 16:10-16).5 However, Clements (1998: 278-280) locates 
the background to the composition of Deuteronomy with the 
surrender of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 598 and 587 BC, 
resulting in the destruction of the temple and the removal of the last 
of the Davidic kings from the throne. In this situation, Israel stood 
at the borders of the land, with Deuteronomy providing a magnif­

icent response to the political and religious crisis. 
Thus we begin to see that there is anything but a consensus with 

regard to the authorship, date and provenance of Deuteronomy in 
its final form. 6 Hamilton ( 200 5: 3 7 3) says there are really only two 
options: the classical position or some form of De Wette redivivus. 
For Clements (1998: 279; 2003: 508-516), the Babylonian exile has 
deeply influenced the demand for cult centralization, the greatly 
weakened role of the king, the desacralizing of several aspects of 
the cultus, and loyalty to the covenant based upon a written law for 
guidance. But one could argue that each one of these areas can 
equally suit the classical position of Israel anticipating its new life 
within the Promised Land. Jerusalem is not explicitly mentioned in 
Deuteronomy l 2: 5-14, and the 'name theology' suggests that 
Yahweh is taking possession of the land, awarding Israel her initial 
land-grant.7 This includes the destroying of the names of the 
foreign gods, followed in r 2: 5 b by the command to seek Yahweh at 

5. Nelson (2002: 7) and especially Mayes (1993 :  29-30) have followed 

Lohfink in understanding Deuteronomy as a reaction to this Assyrian 

'culture shock', also deriving from Assyria the idea of a contract 

relationship (but see fn. 24, p. 45) .  

6. Hamilton (2005 :  3 73) expresses the view that it  is unlikely that any 

future monograph will ever silence all contrary views. 

7. Hill (1988 :  399-406). Hess (1997: 63-76) also sees this applied in the 

boundary lists of the book of Joshua (chs. 13 - 21) .  
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the place where he choose: to place his name. �so, it is difficult to 
argue that the law of the king (Deut. 17 : 14-20) 1s meant to supplant 
the historic monarchy in Israel. The request for a king at l Samuel 
s: 5  presumes Deuteronomy 1 7 : 14-20, and a further clue may be 
offered by l Samuel r o: 25 (cf. 2 Kgs lI:I2, 1 7-1 8 ). Further, if the 
instruction of Deuteronomy 27: 1-8 and 3 1 :9-1 3  was carried out 
faithfully by Joshua Gosh. 8 : 3 0-3 5), with its further link back to 
Joshua l :7-8 , then a strong early connection with a canonical form 
of Deuteronomy may be supported (cf. 2 Kgs 2 3 : 2-3). 

From a literary and structural perspective, the book of 
Deuteronomy comes closest to the earlier law codes in particular, 
and also to the Hittite suzerainty /vassal treaties of the second 
millennium BC. The later Assyrian treaties of the first millennium BC 
did not at first include the historical prologue (see fn. 24, p. 45) or 
the blessings part of the blessings and curses (sanctions), nor as a 
rule did they include border descriptions. 8 This fact points to an 
earlier date for Deuteronomy, possibly somewhere within the Late 
Bronze period (1400-1 200 BC).9 

In addition , we may also observe within Deuteronomy a twofold 
witness to its own authority, which speaks of not adding to or subtracting 
from this law (Deut. 4:2; l 2 :3 2). Joshua's consistent reference to the 
'Book of the Law/ of Moses' must refer to a canonical form given to 
written materials from the time of Moses, which, in all likelihood, 
incorporated most of the book of Deuteronomy in its final form 
(Deut. 30: 10 ,  1 9; 3 1 :9 ,  24, 26). This does not exclude the possibility 
of further minimal editing or rearrangement of the book, possibly 
by Joshua himself (cf. Josh. 24:25-26), or in conjunction with the 
book of Joshua, some time beyond in the period leading up to the 
monarchy. 

Finally, the great diversity of views on the authorship of 
Deuteronomy reveals the difficulty of tying the book down to one 
particular group with one particular aim. Also, if scholars are 
prepared to concede that the direct link between the book of 
Deuteronomy and Josiah's reform is tenuous, then the main reason 

8. Singer, cited in Hoffner (2004: 1 83) .  

9 .  Kitchen (2003 :  289-29 1) .  
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for confidently dating Deuteronomy in the seventh century BC as a 
fixed point of historical criticism is correspondingly diminished. 
Thus, the date of origin becomes a much more open question 
(W'right 1 996: 7). Already we have noted that scholars have seen 
Deuteronomy as the product of diverse groups, including prophetic, 
priestly, elders, scribal and wisdom circles. Some scholars have even 
proposed a combination of these views acting together (Miller l 990: 
5-r o; Nelson 2002: 7 ). However, as Wright (1 996: 7) and Block 
(200 1 :  3 89) aptly conclude, such diversity causes one to wonder if 
the reverse direction of influence is not more probable, and 
certainly simpler, as an explanation: namely, that Deuteronomy (and 
:Yfoses) precede the development of these movements, and it is these 
which have influenced them. 

In the end, the internal witness of Deuteronomy itself offers the 
strongest clue about its original authorship, date and provenance 
(M:oab/Mount Ebal/Shechem), but leaves open-ended the issue of 
its final editing and canonical form. Deuteronomy's testamentary 
character, acting in tandem with the movement from oral ( l :  5) to 
written tradition (3 1 :9-1 3 ,  24-30) in one complete process ,  places 
this book squarely with Moses in the plains of Moab before Israel's 
entrance into the Promised Land. Finally, within the period of the 
Late Bronze Age (1 550-1 200 BC) J\1illard (1 998 :  179)  says, 'There 
was literary activity in the Levant covering a wide range of texts and 
the scribes were clearly capable of producing books.' On this basis, 
there are no compelling reasons against locating the origins of 
Deuteronomy during this period.10 

4. Some literary features of Deuteronomy 

a. Deuteronomy and the divine Torah 

Deuteronomy has been aptly described as 'preached law', and not 

ro. For a good outline of the arguments for the early and late dates of the 

exodus, see Hill and Walton (2009: 10 5-108). While recognizing the 

difficulties in both points of view, this commentary favours the early 

date for the exodus (1446 BC), on the basis of a literal reading of l Kgs 

6 : 1  and Judg. l 1 :26. See Wood (2008: 97-108). 
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codified law as such (von Rad l 9 5 3: l 5). This may readily be seen 
when compared with much of the common material found in the 
Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:22 - 2 3: l 9), and also with the 
Holiness Code (Lev. 17 - 26), which replicates the parenetic (exposi­
tory) style of Deuteronomy. However, Deuteronomy stands alone 
v_,'ithin the Pentateuch in calling itself 'Torah' (t6rii), or 'instruction', 

relating more specifically to 'covenantal law' (Dumbrell 2002: 66). 
In the first section of Deuteronomy it is called this law (1:5; 4:8; 
17'.18, 19; 27'.3, 8, 26), revealing its development from oral exposi­
tion (q) to writing (27:8). Thus, 'Torah' relates to the exposition of 
the law, as well as to its written form, that all Israel might learn and 
know God's will. In fact, at the midpoint of these references (17'.18, 
19), the king himself is to become an exemplary student and prac­
titioner of Torah within Israel. In the final section of Deu­

teronomy, it is called this Book of the Law (28:61; 29:21; 30:10; 
3 l :26), which finally comes together with this law at 3 l :24-26. Its 
place alongside the ark of the covenant suggests that the Ten 

Commandments within the ark are central, and that Deuteronomy 
is an important elaboration and a witness against Israel. This means 
that law in Deuteronomy is an expression of the will of God, 
which must be obeyed, if Israel is to love and serve the Lord with 
all their heart (10:12-13; 26:16-19). 

As such, the law is found in apodictic (absolute = 'Thou shalt 
not') and casuistic forms ('If . .. then'), related to a people redeemed 

from the slavery of Egypt, and standing in covenant relationship 
with God and with one another. Throughout Deuteronomy, the 

command to keep the commandments is found within parenetic 
(expository)  sections, which only serves to highlight the final im­

portance placed upon the keeping of law for understanding the expos­
ition itself, leading to success and well-being within the land (e.g. 
6:13-19; 20-25; also l 1:16-21). Indeed, the laws of Deuteronomy 
were not a burden to be borne, but Yahweh's gracious gift of life to 
his covenant people (30:1 5-20). 

Deuteronomy employs various technical terms to describe its 
laws. At 4:44-45 law or 'instruction'(t6rii) is further defined by the 
term stipulations or 'testimonies' ( 'edut/'ed6� in verse 45, and is used 
only here and in 6: I7, 20. In Exodus 2 5: l 6 it is used of the Ten 

Commandments kept in the ark of the covenant. As such, this new 

3 3  

term may refer to the Decalogue at 5:6-21 (McBride 1987: 233-
234), which represents the particulars of the covenant requirements. 
This is followed at 4:4 5 by the terms decrees (buqqfm = written down 

or inscribed) and laws or 'statutes' (mifpatfm =rulings of a judge), as 
more explicit way s of defining the stipulations/testimonies. On only 
one occasion do stipulations and decrees come together as an exclu­

sive pair (6:17). This serves as a parallel to the exclusive use of all 
these decrees at 6:24, which may emphasize the final inscriptional form 

of the Torah (cf. 31:9-13, 24-29). But more precisely, law (t6rJ) is 
defined as testimonies, decrees and statutes (4:45; 6:20). The historical 

and theological meaning of these terms is then spelled out within 
the first catechism of the book at 6:20-25, in answer to the chil­
dren's question about the meaning of the laws. The answer begins 

with Israel's 'slave' status in Egypt, followed by Yahweh's miraculous 

deliverance of them from Egypt through mighty signs and wonders 

before our 01es, leading to Yahweh's giving Israel the land sworn on 
oath to the forefathers. Finally, Israel's righteousness (right covenant 
standing) before Yahweh and life and prosperiry within the land will 
depend upon their obedience to all of these laws and their fear of 
God (c£ 34:10-12). 

The pair decrees and laws/ statutes are found only in the frame 
passages of 4:1, 5, 8, 14, 44-45; 5:1, 31; 6:1, 20; [7:11]; 11:32; 12:1; 
26:16-17, and never between l 2:1 and 26:16-17. The historical facts 

of Yahweh's redeeming activity are set out in some detail in chap­
ters l - 3. The first appearance of decrees and laws/statutes comes in 
chapter 4 (also as a frame), as an exhortation to obey the law, serving 
as a reading guide for the rest of the book. The basic demands and 

principles of the covenant are then outlined in chapters 5 - l l,  
framed by decrees and laws/statutes (p and l 1:32). Finally, chapters 12 
- 26 unpack the Ten Commandments of chapter 5 in order to meet 
the practical demands of life within the Promised Land, again 
framed by the pair decrees and laws/statutes (12:1 and 26:16-17). 

In this way, Deuteronomy understands the divine Torah (t6ra) as 

the whole body of teaching, from oral exposition ( l: 5) to the written 
form (27:8), showing the people of Israel the way to live in fellow­
ship with Yahweh and with one another. That life, especially encom­

passed by the decrees and laws/statutes, would enable Israel to enjoy 
the blessings of the covenant to the full. 
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b. The 'thou' and you' seaions 
\'X/ithin Deuteronomy it has been long observed that the text alter­
nates between the second-person singular ('thou') and plural forms 
('you'), with regard to verbs, pronouns and suffixes. Attempts to 
account for the alternation of second masculine singular ('thou') and 
second masculine plural ('you') forms in Deuteronomy present two 
basic options. The first is that the two forms of address simply repre­
sent the style of div·erse sources underlying the book. Steuernagel 
( l 894: 22-28) argued that the plural forms were first used by Moses 
at Sinai, and the singular forms were later addressed to the genera­
tion who undertook the conquest. On the other hand, Noth (1981: 
q) thought that the addition of plural passages to the original 
singular ones (in chs. 5 - 30) may have arisen from the practice of 
reading the law aloud and following it with sermon-like introductory 
remarks and expositions. J\iinette de Tillesse (1962: 29-87) followed 
this up by arguing that it was the Deuteronomistic historian himself 
who added the plural passages in chapters 5 - 30. But against this 
view, the removal of the plural forms would dislocate many texts, 
especially chapter l 2, where verses l-1 2 (pl.) complement and 
prepare for the argument of verses l 3-28 (sing.). The second option 
is to suppose that the presence of plural and singular reflects delib­
erate choices made in the book's composition. Lohfink's (1963: 239) 
earlier work represents the most sustained attempt to explain the 
phenomenon on stylistic grounds, to emphasize a particular point. He 
claims that the change from singular to plural is more significant than 
the change from plural to singular. The singular-to-plural change 
usually occurs in the verb, while the plural to singular usually occurs 
in the suffix. In the narrative, the plural is normally used, unless the 
context demands the singular. Thus, the mixing of the numbers 
seems to be governed by the form. Mayes (1979: 36-37) supports 
Lohfink's point about style, particularly for 4: l-40, where source divi­
sions are not present. Lenchak (1993: 13-16) has argued that the 
change in address between singular (nation) and plural (individuals), 
rather than a matter of syle, is part of the author's rhetorical attempt 
to convince the audience that all Israel (both collective and individ­
uals) must live lives that are radically devoted to Yahweh. Christensen 
(2001: ci) notes that the first two instances of the Numeruswechsel 
(number change) in Deuteronomy are found at 1:21 (sing.) and 1:3 l 

!�TRODCCTIO� 3 5 

(from sing. to pl.), forming a structural frame around the account of 
Israel's rebellion (1:22-30). For Christensen, this frame probably 
represents some kind of parallel musical structures wit..lllil the text, 
which he claims are found in most cases of Numeruswechsel. 
Sometimes they act as structural markers, especially of boundaries 
between rhythmic units of the text, and sometimes as the centre or 
turning point within specific structures (e.g. 7:6 has the sing. form, 
and 7:4b-5 and 7:7-8 encasing it have the pl. form). Finally, 
McConville (2002: 19-36) argues that the singular is used deliberately 
in Deuteronomy for both rhetorical and theological reasons. Like 
the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:22 - 23:19), the law in 
Deuteronomy differs from Ancient Near Eastern law codes in 
adopting the singular form of address. The fact that the singular is 
also a feature of the Ancient Near East's treaty tradition (e.g. Hittite 
treaties), rather than its laws, provides further grounds for thinking 
that the singular may have been adopted into this law code as part of 
the theological contention that law has its place within Israel's 
covenant with God. From a rhetorical point of view, McConville 
also argues that the singular can move between individual and 
community, which has the effect of placing the individual in the 
larger context, while at the same time differentiating between them. 
Even the plural in 29:9-21 addresses individuals within the whole. 
Therefore, the second-person address, both singular and plural, is 
governed by rhetorical and theological considerations. This leads 
McConville to conclude that Deuteronomy innovates in its relations to 
Ancient Near Eastern forms, notably the treaty form, in which case 
the structure of suzerain-vassal relationship is put to the revolu­
tionary use of expressing the relationship between deity and people 
(not deity and king). In the case of the singular, the same is true. 
Indeed, it is the crucial point at which treaty and law were forged 
into a powerful new concept. This was already in place in the Book 
of the Covenant (Exod. 20:22 - 23:33), but is more developed in 
Deuteronomy. Rather, the use of the singular in Deuteronomy is 
part of its carefully conceived attribution of ultimate political 
authority to the people of Israel, rather than to the king. 11 It follows 

11. With McConville (2002: 3 3), it is best to regard the singular 'thou' in 
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that the use of the singular is best understood in the context of a 

programme that is quite distinct from t;l-ie centralized monarchical 

agenda of the Josianic reform. 
. 

Finallv the distinction between the commandment (sing.) and the 

decrees a�d laws (pl.) in chapters 5 and 6 may also provide a concep­

tual parallel of the phenomenon of Numeruswechsel. Rather than a 

case of different sources, the use of singular ('thou') and plural 
('you') throughout Deuteronomy can best be understood as pri­
marily rhetorical and theological in intent, also involving issues of 
style, context and structure (including repetition) . 

c. Distinctive vocabulary and style within Deuteronomy 
The language of Deuteronomy is distinctive, and the style is marked 
by stereotyped words and phrases. rz Weinfeld ( l 972: 320-3 5 9) relates 
this language to nine different areas, including ( l) the struggle against 
idolatry (e.g. 'to go after other gods': 6:14; 8:19; 11:28; 13:3; 28:14); 
(2) centralization of worship and 'name' theology (e.g. 'the place 
that the LORD will choose [to place] or make his name dwell there': 
l 2: 5, rr;  q:2 3; l 6:2, 6, l l; 26:2); (3) exodus, covenant and election 
(e.g. 'remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt': 5: l 5; 
7:18; l 5:15; 16:3, 12; 24:9, 18, 22; 'a holy people and a treasured 
possession': 7:6; 14:2; 26:18-19); (4) the monotheistic creed (e.g. 'you 
shall know/to know that Yahweh alone is God': 4:35, 39; 7:9; cf. 
10:17); (5) observance of the law and loyalty to the covenant (e.g. 'to 
fear Yahweh always / as long as you live': 4:10; 6:2; 14:23; 31:13; c£ 
10:12-13; 'to keep the commandment(s)/statutes/testimonies/judg­
ments' (twenty-three times); 'to do that which is evil in the eyes of 
Yahweh': 4:25; 9:18; 17=2; 31:29); (6) inheritance of the land (e.g. 
'which Yahweh, your God, is giving you as an inheritance [to possess 
it] ': 4:21; l 5:4; 19:10; 20:16; 21:23; 24:4; 25:19; 26:1; 'to dispossess 
nations': 4:38; 7:17; 9:3, 4, 5; l 1:23; 18:12; 'the good land/ground': 
1:35; 3:25; 4:21-22; 6:18; 8:10; 9:6; 11:17); (7) retribution and 

16:18 - l 8:22 as corporate Israel, although this may not exclude 

individuals as representatives of the whole (e.g. elders; 27= 1). 

12. See Weinfeld (1972: 320-359) and Driver (1996: lxxvii-lxxxv) for 

comprehensive lists. 
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material motivation (e.g. 'to destroy/perish/dispossess quick!J': 4:26; 

T4, 22; 9: 3; l r: l 7; 28:20; 'so that it may be well with you': 4:40; p 6, 
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(e.g. 2:30; 4:20, 38; 6:24; 8:18; 10:15; 29:28); (9) rhetoric and pare­
netic phraseology (e.g. 'Hear, 0 Israel': 4:1; 5:1; 6:4; 9:1; 20:3; 27:9; 
'thus you shall purge the evil from your midst/from Israel': 13: 5; 
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the LoRD': 17:1; 18:12; 22:5; 23:18; 25:16; 'take care lest you forget 
Yahweh'; 4:9, 2 3; 6:12; 8:1 l ;  'know therefore (this day) '; 'know it in 
vour heart': 4: 39; T9; 8: 5; 9: 3, 6; l l :2; c£ 29: 3). 

Furthermore, it is not enough that the law be obeyed. Obedience 
must come from the right motives (Driver 1996: xxvi) . These are 
especially set out in chapters 5 - l 1, chief of which is the fear of 
God (4:10; 5:29; 6:2, 13, 24; 10:12-:-13, 20; q:23; 17:19; 28:58; 31:12-
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service' of God, either as a consequence of keeping God's laws 
(11:13), and/or enabling the keeping of them (especially relating to 
the divine fire of Horeb; 4:10-12; 5:4-5, 22-29).13 Finally, Israel is 
repeatedly challenged to obey the law so that it might fully enjoy the 
benefits of the land (4:1, 40; 5:31-33; 6:1-3, 24; l 1:8--sJ, 22-23; 16:20; 
23:20; 2p 5; 30:20). This might suggest thatjearof God also needed 
reinforcing through the divine sanctions of blessings and curses 
( l l :26-28). 

5 .  Structure 

The structure of Deuteronomy has been described as complex 
(Nelson 2002: 2), and yet so rich in content and texture that, like 
a rich fruit cake, it can be sliced in various ways (Wright 1996: 1-2). 
In spite of its complexity, it is possible to move beyond themes 
and content, to speak of an underlying structure/s, which can pro­
vide vital clues about its meaning. Above all else, Deuteronomy is 

1 3. Sprinkle (2004: 242-243) points out that the ftaref God (Exod. 20: 18-21) 

lies at the chiastic heart of the covenant made with Israel at Sinai (Exod. 

1 9: 3  - 24: 1  l), to stop Israel from sinning. Deuteronomy has followed this 

up at 5:29; 6:2, 1 3 ,  24, and with its first major conclusion at ro:12-r3. 
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self-conscious about being a literao and theological work. 

a. Superscriptions and speeches 

To begin \vi.th, Olson (1994) breaks fresh ground in findingfive head­
ings ( l: l ;  4:44; 6: l ;  29: l ;  3 3: l) as the key for grasping the book's 

overall literary shape and the interrelationship of its parts. This 
schema allows Olson to argue that :\foses' death is not only present 

ir1 each part in different ways (e.g. chs. l - 4; 5; 6 - 28; 29 - 32; 3 3 -
34), but is strategically placed in such a way that it unites all the parts 

together. However, while Moses' death and Joshua's succession are 

an important part of Deuteronomy's structure, especially in the 

outer frames of chapters l - 3 and 3 l - 34, this is not especially 

apparent in Olson's 'blueprint' for chapter 5, and also in chapters 6 
- 28. For Olson, Torah best defines the form of Deuteronomy, 

which he translates as a programme of 'catechesis' (instruction). On 
the other hand, McBride (1987) follows a series of four editorial 

superscriptions (1:1-5; 4:44-49; 29:1; 33:1), but follows Josephus 

(AgainstApion 2: 145-186) in defining Torah as politeia (an Israelite 

'polity' or political 'constitution'). As such, the 'Book of the Torah' 

is a new literary genre without parallel in the Pentateuch (cf. Lev. 
17 - 26) or in the Ancient Near Eastern world. In support of his 

theory, McBride (1987: 239) finds a five-part structure to the laws of 
chapters 12 - 26, with 11:14 - 18:22 providing the constitutional 
centre. 

A more standard outline (also followed by this commentary) 

follows only three superscriptions (1: l; 4:44; 29: l) , isolating the book 

into three major speeches of Moses: 

1:1 - 4:43 
4:44 - 28:68 

Historical review followed by exhortation 

The heart of covenant faith, followed by 

exhortation to covenant loyalty, law, covenant 
renewal, blessings and curses 

Recapitulation of the covenant demand 

This is then followed by a kind of epilogue (31:1 - 34:12), including 

Joshua's commissioning, the Song and Blessing of Moses, and 
Moses' death. 

Because these speeches are presented as coming immediately prior 

I 
1:-.,;TRO D LCTJO'.; 39 

to :\foses' death, they give the book a testamentaJ]' character that 

enhances the seriousness of its challenge to Israel (\v"right l 996: 2) .14 

Earlier, von Rad (1966: 22) had noticed that Deuteronomy is 
composed in the style of a farewell speech by :\foses, comparing it v,,1.th 

the 'laying down of an office' Gosh. 23; l Sam. 12; l Chr. 22, 29). 
Von Rad also linked Deuteronomy with a likely covenant renewal 
feast at Shechem, especially suggested by 26: l 6-1 9. But it is more 

likely that Deuteronomy is a renewal of the covenant originally made 

at Horeb/Sinai, presented as a prophetic farewell speech following the 
pattern of the farewell speech of Jacob to the twelve tribes of Israel 

at the conclusion of Genesis (49:1-28). This is especially suggested 

by the inclusion of the blessing of Moses upon the tribes at 33:1-29, 
framed by the notice of his death at 32:48-52 and 34: 1-1 2. 

Finally, Polzin (1980: 25-72), in a literary study of the speech 

form of Deuteronomy, distinguishes three narrative 'voices' within 
the book: God, Moses and the voice of the narrator or implied 

author of the book. 1 5 Within this scheme, the narrator's voice finally 

wins out over the other voices, and the reader is thus prepared for 

this voice throughout the remainder of the Deuteronomistic history 
in Joshua to 2 Kings. But, even if Polzin is correct in identifying 
this new narrator with the 'prophet like Moses' (Deut. 18:1 5), it is 

highly unlikely that this new 'voice' ever supplants the authority of 

Moses (Deut. 34:10-12). The same can be said for the 'Book of the 

Torah' (Deut. 31:9, 26), or supremely that of the fire and voice 
of God (Deut. 4:9-14, 32-40; 5:22-29; 29:29; 32:39; Olson 

1994: 180). However, the general point can be made that, in the end, 

it is the narrator's point of view that determines the permanent 

canonical meaning of the text (Block 2001: 392).16 But, in issuing this 

14. Wdnfeld (1991 :  4) says that the form of 'testament' (or farewell 

speeches) given to the book looks peculiar, but has its antecedents in the 

Egyptian method of diffusing moral teaching. 

r 5 .  Polzin ( 1 980: 29) sees the narrator's voice in fifty-six verses, but Block 

(200 1: 392) counts sixty-four Yerses. 

16. Although the use of the third person is used by speakers relating to 

themselves in the divine speech at Exod. 34:6-7 and also in the Hittite 

treaties (Hallo 2000: 93-roo). 
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statement, Block makes this claim for only sixty-four verses within 
Deuteronomy, mainly located within the framing chapters of l - 4 
and 2 7 - 3 4, which also take in the four superscriptions of l :  l ;  4:44; 
29:1; and 33: r .  

b. Concentric literary patterns 

Wnereas the previous section concentrated on the more traditional 
forms of literary criticism in terms of isolating sources, voices and 
layers connected with the redactional history of Deuteronomy, 
newer scholarly approaches have explored the literary skill and 
artistry of the book. Christensen (2001: lviii) has argued that 
Deuteronomy may also be described as a five-part concentric design 
in which points are repeated with a movement 'in' towards the centre, 
and then back 'out' to the frame again. This may be seen as follows: 

A. THE OUTER FRAME: A look backward (Deut. l - 3) 
B. THE INNER FRAlVl:E: The great peroration (Deut. 4 - l l) 

C. THE CENTRAL CORE: Covenant stipulations (Deut. 
12 - 26). 

B'. THE INNER FRAME: The covenant ceremony (Deut. 
27 - 30) 

A'. THE OUTER FRfu\1E: A look forward (Deut. 3 l - 34) 

The outer frame (Deut. l - 3 and 3 l - 34) is held together by the 
figure of Joshua, who is found only in these sections. The two parts 
of the inner frame (Deut. 4 - l l and 2 7 - 30) are joined together by 
the reference to blessings and curses, connected with a cultic cere­
mony on Mounts Gerizim and Ebal (Deut. l 1:26-32 and 27:1-13). 
At the centre (Deut. l 2 - 26) lies the law code, which McBride (1987: 
239) has arranged concentrically in 'a remarkably coherent five-part 
structure', with 17:14 - l 8:22 as the constitutional centre. There is 
much to commend this literary view of the book, which accom­
modates difficult passages such as chapter 27 as an integral part of 
the overall structure of Deuteronomy. It also underlines the signifi­
cance of Moses' death and Joshua's succession at the frames as an 
important theme of the book. 

Within the overall structure, Olson (1994: 40--48) has drawn atten­
tion to chapter 5 (the Decalogue) as the 'blueprint' for the book. 

1 :-.; T R O D C C T I CJ �  

Lohfink's ( l 994: 248-264) work on the Decalogue (5 :6-2 l) has 
shown that the concerns of the entire Decalogue are concentrically 
drawn together in the command to keep the Sabbath day, which he 
has termed a 'Sabbath Decalogue' (see commentary). Because the 
Sabbath command is located centrally within the Decalogue (p 2-
15 ), it is linked to one's relationship to Yahweh before it (vv. 6-1 l) , 
and to human relationships after it (vv. 16-21). 17 At the heart of the 

Sabbath command (p 4-1 5 )  is the expression: so that your male and 

female servants mq;' rest, as you do (5 :14b). This is based on Israel's prior 

'slave status' in Egypt, from which the Lord had miraculously and 
graciously delivered them (p 5) .  The 'Sabbath principle' is later re­
iterated within the central law section in chapter l 5 ,  especially verses 
l 2-l 5 .  1 8  In this way, we see something of the structural importance 
of social justice within the book of Deuteronomy, which begins 
within the heart of the Decalogue itself 

c. Covenantform 

Ever since the seminal work of Mendenhall (195 4: 50--76), a flood 
of treaty/ covenant studies have been applied to the structure of 
Deuteronomy. 1 9  Several scholars have followed Mendenhall in 
believing that Deuteronomy has patterned its work after the Hittite 
treaty model. 20 Some scholars reflect the covenant and treaty nature 
of Deuteronomy in their structural outline of the book. However, 
they acknowledge at the same time that the book also reflects the 
genre of narrative, itineraries, exhortation (parenesis), hymns and 
other poetic material, with the whole thing coming together as a 
farewell address (Merrill 1994: 27-32). Earlier, von Rad (1966: 

17. Preserving the essence of the greatest commandment of Jesus, namely 

love for God, and neighbour as oneself (l\1att. 22 : 34-39; Mark. 

1 2:28-34; Luke. ro:25-28). 

1 8 . So Hamilton 1 992: ro7-1 1 3 ;  contrast Lohfink (1994: 260). 

1 9. See McCarthy ( 198 1), who argues for the long-standing presence of 

treaty language in the ancient world which did not suddenly arrive with 

the Assyrians. 

20. Notably Kline (1963); Thompson (1964); Kitchen (1966; 2003); 

Wenham (1969). 
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other poetic material, with the whole thing coming together as a 
farewell address (Merrill 1994: 27-32). Earlier, von Rad (1966: 

17. Preserving the essence of the greatest commandment of Jesus, namely 

love for God, and neighbour as oneself (l\1att. 22 : 34-39; Mark. 

1 2:28-34; Luke. ro:25-28). 

1 8 . So Hamilton 1 992: ro7-1 1 3 ;  contrast Lohfink (1994: 260). 

1 9. See McCarthy ( 198 1), who argues for the long-standing presence of 

treaty language in the ancient world which did not suddenly arrive with 

the Assyrians. 

20. Notably Kline (1963); Thompson (1964); Kitchen (1966; 2003); 

Wenham (1969). 
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22-23)  described the book as a typical farewell speech, and he was 
one of the first also to acknowledge its covenant features (with its 
strict covenant formulary now lost). But he appeared to stop short 
of discussing it in the light of the Ancient :'\ear Eastern treaties, 
although his outline anticipates such an approach. He argued that 
the book falls structurally into four sections: 

l .  The events of Sinai and hortatory material (including 'basic 
principles' in chapters 4 - l l) connected with these events 
(Deut. l - l l) 

2. The reading of the law ('detailed stipulations') (Deut. l 2:1 -
26: l 5) 

3 .  The sealing of the covenant (Deut. 26:16-19) 
4. Blessings and curses (Deut. 27 - 28, also 29 - 3 0) 

It is clear that Deuteronomy is not in itself the text of a treaty 
(Wright 1996: 2). Further, its treaty and covenant-like language has 
solid links with its own social, religious and political past, founded on 
kinship ideals. As Cross (1998: l l) puts it: 'Often it has been asserted 
that the language of "brotherhood" and "fatherhood,'' "love" and 
"loyalty" is "covenant terminology".' This is to turn things upside 
down. The language of covenant (kinship-in-law) is taken from the 
language of kinship, 'kinship-in-flesh' (e.g. l Sam. 20:14-20). Also, 
since all these terms are integral to biblical monotheism, Cross argues 
that they must be located in the era of the tribal league in covenant 
with Yahweh. Certainly the blessings and curses were already built into 
the covenant with Abraham (Gen. l 2:1-3; cf. Num. 22 - 24; Lev. 17 
- 26) as an early statement of its monotheistic faith. 

But as Thompson (1964: 3 6) has pointed out, it is clear that 
certain aspects of the Old Testament covenant language were 
rooted in the wider Near Eastern environment. For example, the 
term 'love' has an Akkadian equivalent with the verb rdmu in the 
Amarna letters of the fourteenth century BC to express the rela­
tionship between the Pharaoh and his vassals (M:oran 1963 : 77-87).21 

2 r .  Although Weeks (2004: rn 5) argues that even the Amarna evidence, '-Nith 

its vassal and treaty-like language, does not contain a single example of 

r :\ T R O D C C T I O :\  43 

In terms of covenant and treaties, Weeks (2004: 174-182) has argued 

that each major culture developed its own distinctive approach. 
Therefore, it is much more likely that each derives ultimately from 
a common source, rather than that one 'borrowed' the other's treaty 
form and then added its own distinctive forms. 22 Added to this, 
there is no fixed treaty form, even within one society at one par­
ticular time. Rather, there is a clustering around a typical pattern (or 
template) by those who have a concept of relationships, especially of 
the loyalty due to a suzerain and of the beneficence he bestows. 
Modified formats then came into being to secure the goal defined 
by those concepts about relationships. Thus, the explanation of the 
commonality of the Ancient Near Eastern treaty/covenant is a 
combination of 'original inheritance and stimulus diffusion . . .  
directed into particular forms in local centres'. As a final caveat to 
this discussion, it must be stressed that Yahweh himself knew 
perfectly well how to communicate in culturally relevant ways within 
the ancient society in which Israel found itself. Therefore, it comes 
as no real surprise that the typical ancient treaty form should also 
impose itself upon the book of Deuteronomy. This signified the 
fact that Israel had now exchanged one overlord (Pharaoh) for 
another (Yahweh) as its new suzerain and conquering king, to whom 
love and loyalty were due, sealed through mutual oath (26:16-19; 
29:9-1 5). 

Thus it can be maintained that the core of Deuteronomy is envis­
aged as a book concerned with covenant renewal, defining the rela­
tionship between God and Israel (29:1, 9-15; 3 1:10-13 ). It binds 
Israel to be God's loyal and loving subjects, promising them pros­
perity if they are obedient, and punishment if they go their own 
way. 

It therefore comes as no surprise that its structure also bears the 
marks of the regular form of Ancient Near Eastern treaty texts, as 

a treaty/ covenant, due to the different ways in which the vassal saw the 

relationship and the way the Pharaoh saw it. 

22. Likewise in the area of law codes, Wells (2006: 85-100) has rejected the 

view of Wright (2003 :  l l-87) that the Covenant Code (Exod. 20:2 2  -

2 3 : 1 9) reveals direct dependence on the Law of Hammurabi. 
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well as law codes and boundary stones. It is probably best to see the 
structure of Deuteronomy as a cross between a law code and a 
treaty, as set out in the following table (slightly modified) by 
Wenham (2003: 125): 

Deuteronomy's structure as a cross between a law code 
and a treaty 

Law code Deuteronomy Near Eastern Treaties 
e.g. Hammurabi's e.g. Hittite treaties 
1750 BC r5ool1400-r200 BC 

Preamble ( 1 : 1-5) Titulary /preamble 

• Historical prologue Historical prologue Historical prologue 
( 1 :6 - p9) 

• Laws Stipulations: Treaty stipulations: 
(a) Basic (4: 1 - r 1 :32) (a) Basic 
(b) Detailed (12 : 1  - 26: 1 5) (b) Detailed 

• Document clause Document clause Document clause2l 
(27=1-26; 3 1 :9-13) 

God's witnessing treaty 

• Blessings Blessings (28: 1-14) Curses 

• Curses Curses (28: 1  5-68) Blessings 

Recapitulation (unique): 
(29:1  - 30:20) 
Witnesses (heaven/earth): 
(30: 1 9; 3 1 :28 ; 32: 1 ;  cf. 4:26) 

Deuteronomy is law-code-like in that: (r) It seeks to make the 
inscribed words of the law 'clear' (q; 27:8; c£ the Epilogue of the 
Code of Hammurabi, ANET, p. 178). As such, it takes up earlier 
laws (e.g. the Covenant Code of Exod. 20:22 - 23:19), explains 
them, and applies them to Israel's new situation. (2) The words of 
Deuteronomy 4:8 ,  What other nation is so great as to have such righteous 
decrees and laws as this bocjy of laws I am setting before you today?, may have 

2 3 .  McCarthy ( 1 9 8  r: 66, 84) notes that the document clause (inscription/ 

reading/ deposition of tablet) may have been non-essential and 

therefore lacking in most of the Hittite treaties. 

1 :-; T R O D C C T I O :--; 4 5  

served as a polemic against the claim of the 'just laws' of ancient law 
codes and the boast of the kings who made them (see the Prologue 
and Epilogue of both the Lipit-Ishtar law code, A1VET, pp. l 59-
161, and especially the Code of Hammurabi 4:9-ro; 24: 1 -5, 26-31; 
Weinfeld l 99 l :  202). (3) The detailed stipulations of Deuteronomy 

12: 1 - 26: l 5 have been compared with the specific stipulations 

section found in treaties. But the instructions in Deuteronomy read 
more like law (more precisely, 'preached law') than treaty stipula­
tions (e.g. dealing with mutual protection measures between suzerain 
and vassal, as with the treaty between Mur5ilis II [13 39-1306 BC] and 
Duppi-Tesfob of Amurru, ANET, pp. 203-205). Also, chapter 5 
of Deuteronomy has been understood as an exposition of the 
Decalogue, maintaining its link with law. Thus the treaty /law code 
combination is justified for this section. (4) Finally, Deuteronomy 
follows the law code pattern by concluding chapter 28 with blessings 
followed by curses. The treaty pattern is curses followed by blessings. 

On the other hand, Deuteronomy is treaty-like, in that: ( l) Its 
chief concern is to establish Israel as the Lord's loyal vassal, and 
Yahweh as its loving and benevolent Suzerain and King. With this 
in mind, Israel is to love the Lord with all her heart, soul and might, 
and have nothing to do with the gods of Canaan or their worship­
pers (6:4-25). (2) As with the treaties, the historical prologue of 
Deuteronomy (1:6 - 3:29) reviews the recent history between the 
parties concerned. 24 And even though Deuteronomy's preamble 
( l :  1-5) does not introduce Moses as the 'great king' with other royal 
titles, as with the king in the preamble of the treaties, it does begin 
with the same words: 'These are the words . .  . ' (r : r) , emphasizing 

24. Circumstances at the end of the Empire led the Assyrians to start 

appealing to history and to their goodness to the vassal (Weeks 2003 :  

47-54). But this was probably a convergence to the biblical and earlier 

models. Also, it is most unlikely that Israel would have adopted the rare 

and late form of treaty used by a deadly enemy to express its relationship 

to God. Interestingly, the Hittites are mentioned at the head of the list of 

nations to be destroyed at TI and 20: 17, with whom Israel was to make 

no 'treaty' (7:2b) . But here the issue appears to be the corrupting 

influence of the worship of their gods (7:3--6; 20: 1 7- 1 8 ;  c£ 29: 1 6-1 8). 
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the Lord's supremacy and that of Torah. Then in the treaties 
(Hittite), the suzerain boasts of his kindness in allowing the vassal 
to remain king, despite the previous rebellion of his family (AlvET, 

pp. 203-205). In a similar way, Deuteronomy reminds Israel of 
God's goodness to them despite their rebellion in the wilderness 
( r :r 9-45). (3 ) The general stipulations in the treaties emphasize the 
principle of l?J·alt;', which will also ensure the throne succession for 

the vassal's heir. One treaty concludes :  'But you, Duppi-Tessub, 

remain loyal towards the king of the Hatti land . . . Do not turn )'Our 
ryes to mryone else' (A1\/ET, pp. 203 -205). This comes close to the first 

commandment: You shall have no other gods before me (5:7), and its follow­
up at 6:4-5 with the Shema, all within the general stipulations 

section of Deuteronomy (4:r - r r :32). (4) The document clause 

makes provision for the treaty to be written down and stored in a 
sanctuary, and then read publicly at regular intervals to remind the 

vassal of his obligations (27: r-26; 3 r :9-1 3 ,  24-29). But its presence 

is unclear in several Hittite treaty texts (see fn. 2 3 ). More important 

for treaty texts is the loyalty oath inscribed on the tablet, generally 
included with the curses and blessings in the treaties (Deut. 26: r 6-
r 9; 29:14-r 5). 25 Finally, a god list does not appear in Deuteronomy, 
for the obvious reason that Israel was to acknowledge only one God 
(4:3 5-3 9; 5:7; 6:4). The concept of witness is still taken up in the 

book in terms of God's creative order, but it is clearly found only 
in Deuteronomy's unique recapitulation of the covenant (3 0:1 9; 3 1:28; 
p:r ; cf. 4:26). 

We can therefore conclude this section on covenant by saying 
that Deuteronomy is at least a unique cross between law code and 
treaty, possibly with other genres like boundary stones tossed in as 
well. Its treaty-like structure has admirably suited its covenantal 
and monotheistic concerns, serving both religious and political ends, 

whereas secular treaties generally appeared to serve only political 
ends (but see fn. 24). It has some resemblances with the Hittite 

treaties, but these also break down within Deuteronomy's unique 

25 .  Weinfeld (1991 :  9) says, 'The covenant of God with Israel is not to be 

paralleled to political pacts between states in the Ancient Near East, but 

is to be compared with the loyalty oaths of vassals and their suzerains.' 

J '-; T R Cl D L C: T f CJ '-;  47 

structure. Also, the use of treaty/law-code ideas and structure does 

not begin with Deuteronomy. They have a partial echo and prece­

dent in the book of Exodus, especially within the Sinai covenant of 

chapters r9 - 24 (1 9:3 -8; 2o:r -r 7; 20:22 - 23 :1 9 Uaw code] ; 24:3 -
8; Thompson 1 964: z. r -22). Then following Deuteronomy, the 

renewal of covenant at Shechem by Joshua himself Gosh. 24:1-27) 
follows a treaty-like pattern on a small scale. This cumulative 

evidence indicates that treaty/law-code concepts were not only part 
of the Lord's own way of communicating his covenant with Israel 
from the beginning, but were most likely part of a common stock 

of treaty /law-code language within the Ancient Near Eastern 

world. 

d. Chapter 4 as 'reading instruaions' and chapter J as 'blueprint' 
for the rest of the book 
Chapter 4 forms a 'bridge' between the historical review of chapters 
r - 3 and the beginning of Moses' exposition o f  the law in 5: r .  As 
such, it also concludes Moses' first address (chs. r - 4), while also 
serving as 'reading instructions' for the rest o f  the book (Nelson 
2002: 60). This includes a summary of past, present and future 
history, especially as this will relate to future idolatrv within the land � ' eventual exile and return, made possible by God's grace (vv. 25-
3 r ). 26 This passage anticipates 3 0: r -ro ,  especially with the language 
of return with all your heart and with all your soul (4:29; cf. 3 0:2, 6, ro). 
Christensen (see b. Concentric literary patterns, above) has already 

drawn attention to the concentric 'inner frames'  of chapters 4 - r r 
and 27 - 3 0, in which the theological ideas of these chapters match 

each other in reverse order (e.g. 4 matches 3 0, and r r matches 27). 
Further, appeal is made in chapter 4 to the covenant made with 

Israel at Horeb in terms of the Decalogue or 'ten words' (vv. r o-r 4), 
which form the basis of the 'statutes and ordinances' for the rest of 

the book. Chapter 5 then links back to chapter 4, but also looks 

forward by providing the specific details or 'blueprint' for the 

26. Olson (1 994: 40-48) notes that ch. 5 parallels ch. 4 in viewing history 

past, present and future, but ch. 5 (as 'blueprint') limits the discussion to 

the Sinai covenant, and its commandments and laws. 
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and 27 - 3 0, in which the theological ideas of these chapters match 

each other in reverse order (e.g. 4 matches 3 0, and r r matches 27). 
Further, appeal is made in chapter 4 to the covenant made with 

Israel at Horeb in terms of the Decalogue or 'ten words' (vv. r o-r 4), 
which form the basis of the 'statutes and ordinances' for the rest of 

the book. Chapter 5 then links back to chapter 4, but also looks 

forward by providing the specific details or 'blueprint' for the 

26. Olson (1 994: 40-48) notes that ch. 5 parallels ch. 4 in viewing history 

past, present and future, but ch. 5 (as 'blueprint') limits the discussion to 

the Sinai covenant, and its commandments and laws. 
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Decalogue (5:6-21) .  These become the basis for all the subsequent 
commands, decrees and laws (5: 3 l ;  1 2: l - 26: l 5). 

In summary, chapter 4 returns to Horeb, where the God 'so near' 
and the law 'so righteous' (4:7-8) are experienced through the 
spoken and written word by means of the voice that spoke to you out 
of the fire (4: l 0-20). Within this experience Israel is reminded twice 
that they saw no form (thus excluding idolatry); there was only a voice 
(4: 12, l 5). This is immediately followed by the notice of Moses' 
death, indicating its importance for the book, together with a 
warning against making an idol, for the Lord is a consumingfire (4:21-
24). In fact, Moses' death is  framed by the sin of making idols (4: 1 5-
20 and 4:2 5-3 l ), suggesting that Moses was an example of one who 
maintained his integrity at this level as well as God's approval, espe­
cially with the golden calf episode (9:7-21 ). As the chapter draws to 
a close, the voice of God speaking out of fire occurs twice (4:3 3, 36), in 
order to emphasize the double monotheistic statement about God 
(there is no other) of 4:35 and 4:39 (cf. 5:7; 6:4; 32:39). These are 
offered as a final reason for keeping the covenant laws so that Israel 
could enjoy God's blessing within the land for all time (4:40). 

Chapter 5 then presents the core text (Decalogue) of the law 'so 
righteous' (4:8) as a written text (5 :22). But it also develops the idea 
of the Lord 'so near' (4:7), in terms of speaking to each successive 
generation of Israel (5 : 2)from out of thefire of Horeb (5 :4, 22, 23-27; 
c£ l 0:4). This is achieved by now turning the Lord's question at 4: 3 3 
into a response by the people (5:26), leading to their commitment to 
obey all of God's commands (5:27). Fallo-wing this, 5:29 offers an 

important kry to Israel's ability to keep the law. Heart inclination to 
.fear the Lord and keep all of his commands alwqys (see fn. 13, p. 37) 
is rhetorically linked in Deuteronomy to Israel's ability continually 
to encounter Horeb and the voice of God speaking to them from 
out of the fire (i.e. what is 'seen and heard') .  Chapter 4 shows this 
revelatory provision to be crucial in resisting the temptation to draw 
near to idolatrous images (4:28). Chapter 5 indicates that this provi­
sion is vital in resisting the tendency for Israel to draw awqy from 
God's word, reducing it to past inscriptions which have no further 
relevance for Israel's present or future (5 :22, 2 3-3 l ). Thus Israel is 
saved from a suijective understanding of the law (e.g. 29:19-21 ), and 
also an approach that viewed the law as of no relevance for present 
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or future generations (5:2-3; 10:4; 17= 18-20; 29:29; 30: 1 1-14; 3 1:9-

13, 24-26).27 
W"ithin the commentary, see comment on 4: l l for a presentation 

of the view that the expressions ablaze with fire (also 5 :2 3 and 9: 1 5), 
and hearing the Lord's words from out of the fire relate back to the 
burning bush at Exodus 3:2. This also becomes the sign of things 
to come when Israel returns to this mountain (Exod. 3: l 2). Thus, for 
Deuteronomy, Horeb replicates the burning bush of Moses for 
Israel ( c£ 3 3: l 6). This becomes the starting point of Israel's call and 
vocation in the light of Exodus 19: 1-6 (Deut. 7:6; 14:2, 21 ;  26: 18-
19). Therefore, Israel must constantly return to Horeb in order also 
to understand her calling as a holy people and the Lord's treasured 
possession, closely linked to the shunning of idolatry and obedience 
to covenant law (4: 1 l-24). Later, the people request that Moses 
alone should go near, and hear God's voice from this blazing fire 
(f27a). But the people's willingness to obey all that the Lord tells 
Moses (5:27b) is a rhetorical reminder that Horeb (like Moses' 
burning bush) is still very much alive for them. In the covenant 
renewal ceremony at Moab (29: 1 ,  9-1 5), the Lord reminds Israel of 
the disasters of disobeying the covenant, either at a personal or 
corporate level (29: 1 6-28). If this happens, the Lord's anger will 
burn against his people, and the land itself will become a burning 
waste, according to the curses written in this Book of the Law. Finally, 
Horeb will be worked out through the prophet (like Moses) as the 
spokesman of God's word to all Israel ( 18: 14-22), culminating with 
Moses himself (34: l 0-1 2). 

e. An expanded Decalogue 

Already we have drawn attention to Olson's point that chapter 5 
(the Decalogue) may be seen as a 'blueprint' for the rest of the book, 

27. Moore (r992: 75-92) notes the important links between chs. 4 and 5 in 

terms of the God 'so near' and the 'law so righteous' (4:7-8). These 

twin concepts are related to the voice from out of the fire (4: r o-r 5;  

5 :2-3 3; ro :4), made available to each generation in terms of the spoken 

and written law ( 5 :2-4; cf. r 8:16-20; 34:ro). This is an important 

underlying theme for Deuteronomy. 



D E C T E R 0 '.; 0 .\! Y 

Decalogue (5:6-21) .  These become the basis for all the subsequent 
commands, decrees and laws (5: 3 l ;  1 2: l - 26: l 5). 

In summary, chapter 4 returns to Horeb, where the God 'so near' 
and the law 'so righteous' (4:7-8) are experienced through the 
spoken and written word by means of the voice that spoke to you out 
of the fire (4: l 0-20). Within this experience Israel is reminded twice 
that they saw no form (thus excluding idolatry); there was only a voice 
(4: 12, l 5). This is immediately followed by the notice of Moses' 
death, indicating its importance for the book, together with a 
warning against making an idol, for the Lord is a consumingfire (4:21-
24). In fact, Moses' death is  framed by the sin of making idols (4: 1 5-
20 and 4:2 5-3 l ), suggesting that Moses was an example of one who 
maintained his integrity at this level as well as God's approval, espe­
cially with the golden calf episode (9:7-21 ). As the chapter draws to 
a close, the voice of God speaking out of fire occurs twice (4:3 3, 36), in 
order to emphasize the double monotheistic statement about God 
(there is no other) of 4:35 and 4:39 (cf. 5:7; 6:4; 32:39). These are 
offered as a final reason for keeping the covenant laws so that Israel 
could enjoy God's blessing within the land for all time (4:40). 

Chapter 5 then presents the core text (Decalogue) of the law 'so 
righteous' (4:8) as a written text (5 :22). But it also develops the idea 
of the Lord 'so near' (4:7), in terms of speaking to each successive 
generation of Israel (5 : 2)from out of thefire of Horeb (5 :4, 22, 23-27; 
c£ l 0:4). This is achieved by now turning the Lord's question at 4: 3 3 
into a response by the people (5:26), leading to their commitment to 
obey all of God's commands (5:27). Fallo-wing this, 5:29 offers an 

important kry to Israel's ability to keep the law. Heart inclination to 
.fear the Lord and keep all of his commands alwqys (see fn. 13, p. 37) 
is rhetorically linked in Deuteronomy to Israel's ability continually 
to encounter Horeb and the voice of God speaking to them from 
out of the fire (i.e. what is 'seen and heard') .  Chapter 4 shows this 
revelatory provision to be crucial in resisting the temptation to draw 
near to idolatrous images (4:28). Chapter 5 indicates that this provi­
sion is vital in resisting the tendency for Israel to draw awqy from 
God's word, reducing it to past inscriptions which have no further 
relevance for Israel's present or future (5 :22, 2 3-3 l ). Thus Israel is 
saved from a suijective understanding of the law (e.g. 29:19-21 ), and 
also an approach that viewed the law as of no relevance for present 

1 :--; T R O D C C T I O :\  49 

or future generations (5:2-3; 10:4; 17= 18-20; 29:29; 30: 1 1-14; 3 1:9-

13, 24-26).27 
W"ithin the commentary, see comment on 4: l l for a presentation 

of the view that the expressions ablaze with fire (also 5 :2 3 and 9: 1 5), 
and hearing the Lord's words from out of the fire relate back to the 
burning bush at Exodus 3:2. This also becomes the sign of things 
to come when Israel returns to this mountain (Exod. 3: l 2). Thus, for 
Deuteronomy, Horeb replicates the burning bush of Moses for 
Israel ( c£ 3 3: l 6). This becomes the starting point of Israel's call and 
vocation in the light of Exodus 19: 1-6 (Deut. 7:6; 14:2, 21 ;  26: 18-
19). Therefore, Israel must constantly return to Horeb in order also 
to understand her calling as a holy people and the Lord's treasured 
possession, closely linked to the shunning of idolatry and obedience 
to covenant law (4: 1 l-24). Later, the people request that Moses 
alone should go near, and hear God's voice from this blazing fire 
(f27a). But the people's willingness to obey all that the Lord tells 
Moses (5:27b) is a rhetorical reminder that Horeb (like Moses' 
burning bush) is still very much alive for them. In the covenant 
renewal ceremony at Moab (29: 1 ,  9-1 5), the Lord reminds Israel of 
the disasters of disobeying the covenant, either at a personal or 
corporate level (29: 1 6-28). If this happens, the Lord's anger will 
burn against his people, and the land itself will become a burning 
waste, according to the curses written in this Book of the Law. Finally, 
Horeb will be worked out through the prophet (like Moses) as the 
spokesman of God's word to all Israel ( 18: 14-22), culminating with 
Moses himself (34: l 0-1 2). 

e. An expanded Decalogue 

Already we have drawn attention to Olson's point that chapter 5 
(the Decalogue) may be seen as a 'blueprint' for the rest of the book, 

27. Moore (r992: 75-92) notes the important links between chs. 4 and 5 in 

terms of the God 'so near' and the 'law so righteous' (4:7-8). These 

twin concepts are related to the voice from out of the fire (4: r o-r 5;  

5 :2-3 3; ro :4), made available to each generation in terms of the spoken 

and written law ( 5 :2-4; cf. r 8:16-20; 34:ro). This is an important 

underlying theme for Deuteronomy. 



50 D E L T c R ( )  ::-; C J  �1 Y 

in which the Ten Commandments find their exposition in roughly 
the same order within chapters l 2 - 26 . 28 After a long and impas­

sioned plea in chapters 5 - l l to keep the statutes and laws, framed 
by the need to place them upon/in )'OUr heatts, and to teach these laws 
to your children (6:4-9, 20-25 ;  I I : 1 8-21) ,  chapters 1 2  - 26 finally 

begin their specific exposition. 29 But even this section is also framed 
by the need to keep the laws (decrees and laws) within the land, with 
all your heatt and with all your soul ( 1 2 : 1 ;  26: 1 6-19) .  The specific expos­

ition of the Ten Commandments (chs. 1 2  - 26) then follows the 
order of the ancient treaties, coming after the general stipulations 
(chs. 5 - l 1 ) .  They also have a precedent with the Covenant Code 

(Exod. 20:22 - 2p9) in the book of Exodus, as an exposition of the 
Ten Commandments (Exod. 20: 1-1 7) ,  though not in the same 

order. 
Most important for understanding the structure of Deuteronomy 

is the logic of organization related to the specific stipulations section 
( chs. l 2 - 26) . In l 979 came a breakthrough in the landmark article 
of Stephen Kaufman (1 978/9: r o 5-1 5 8) ,  suggesting that chapters 

l 2 - 26 could be divided in such a way as to correlate with the Ten 
Commandments in the following way: 

Stephen Kaufman's application of the Ten Commandments 

Commandment 

l-2. No other gods 

3. Do not take the Lord's 

name m vain 

4. Observe the Sabbath 

5. Honour of father and 

mother 

6. No murder 

7. No adultery 

8. No theft 

9. No false witness 

IO. No coveting 

Deuteronomy's application 

12:1-32 No worship at Canaanite 

shrines 

13:1  - 14:27 No association with 

Canaanite worship 

1 5 : 1  - 16:17 Holy years and holy days 

16:18 - 18:22 Respecting authorities 

19:1 - 22:8 Respect for human life 

22:9 - 23:18 Adultery and illicit rr1ixtures 

23:19 - 24:7 Property violations 

24:8 - 25:4 Fair treatment of others 

2 5 :5-16 Coveting wives and property 
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Walton (19 87: 213-1 5 )  sought to establish the validity of Kaufman's 
suggestion by expanding this correlation to include chapters 6 - l l 
in seeking to address 'the spirit of the law'. Thus the legal material 
suggests four general topical issues of authorit}; dignity, commit­
ment, and rights and privileges. Commandments 1-4 address these 
four issues as they relate to God, and commandments 5-10 address 
them as they relate to relationships among human beings. 

John Walton's application of the Ten Commandments 

Issues Regarding 'God' Regarding 'man' 
Authority Commandment l (5 :6-7) Commandment 5 (p6) 

(chs. 6 - l 1) (1 6: 1 8  - 1 8: 22) 
Dignity Commandment 2 (5 : 8-ro) Commandments 6-8 

(1 2: 1-32) (p7-19) 

6th: ( 19 : 1  - 2 1 :23) 

7th: (22: 1  - 2 3 = 14) 

8th: (2 3 = 1 5 - 24:7) 
Commitment Commandment 3 (p 1) Commandment 9 ( 5 : 20) 

( 1p - 14:21) (24: 8-16) 
Rights and Commandment 4 (p 2-1 5) Commandment ro ( 5 :21) 
privileges (14:22 - 1 6: 1 7) (24: 1 7  - 26: 1 5) 

However, Braulik (1 993 : 3 2 1-322) has argued that chapters 1 2  - 1 8  
(the first four commandments, following the Lutheran/Roman 
Catholic ordering) correspond to the Decalogue only in a vague and 
generalized way. But beginning with chapter l 9 (following 
Kaufman), one can discern more exact correspondences from the 
fifth through to the tenth commandments. Finally, it must be kept 
in mind that the Decalogue is being 'preached' within chapters l 2 -
26, which means that it is more interested in showing the trajectory of 

28. The importance and primacy of the Decalogue (5 :6-21) may be seen at 

10: 1-5 , where it alone is placed within the ark. 

29. Although some scholars see this process already at work in chs. 6 - 1 1 , 

as an outworking of the first commandment (Driver 1996: xx; Walton 

1 987: 21 3-225 ;  Harman 200 1 :  1 2-14). 
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concepts for each commandment in terms of implications and prin­

ciples, than in repeating the letter of the law. Further, the command­
ments are not as discrete in their meaning as we sometimes assume. 

In other words, there is a certain overlap between commandments 
(e.g. between r-3 and 6-1 0). Therefore, it will come as no surprise 
if the exposition of  a particular commandment links up with 
another commandment. For example, in the revised outline below, 
the third commandment ( 5 : r  r) has been linked with r4: 1-2r 
because of the connection with Leviticus 2 1 : 5-6 in the same order. 
But it is also clear that the third commandment is linked to the 
concerns of the first two commandments found in chapters l 2 and 
r 3 before it (relating to God and man). In these chapters the temp­

tation is present for Israel to take the names of other gods upon 
their lips in oath-taking and worship (c£ 6 : 1 3 ;  1 0: 20; 1 2: 3 ;  1 3 : 2-3 ;  
c£ Josh. 2 3 :7) . But the third commandment (p r) also has an impor­
tant link with the judicial context of the sixth commandment (e.g. 
r 9: r  5-21), and especially with the ninth commandment (24:8 - 25 :4) 

relating to false witness between men (c£ 5 :20). Furthermore, as in 
ancient law codes, there is often a transitional passage between the 
exposition of individual commandments, anticipating the next 
commandment or section. In this commentary, the following outline 
of the Ten Commandments has been followed, slightly modifying 
the first four of Kaufman's commandments, but following his 
assessment of commandments five to ten: 

Revised outline of the exposition of the commandments 

Commandments 

l-2. (p-ro) 

3 · (p l) 

Application in 12 - 15 

No other gods and idols 

(r 2 : 1  - l p 8) 

No misuse of God's 

name, especially within 
the cult of the dead 

(14: 1-21) .  

(Note that 14: 1-21 

Notes 

Commandments l and 2 
are reflected here in 

terms of purity of 

worship and exclusion of 

all foreign idols and gods. 

Similar concerns are 

reflected at Lev. 2 1 : 5-6 
(in the same order) in 

which the name of the 

Lord is profaned. Israel 
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4· (p 2-1 5) 

5.  (5 : 1 6) 

6. (p 7) 

7· (p 8) 

8. (p 9) 

parallels the structure and must also live as the 

themes of 1 2: 1-3 r .) Also people of God. 
the word detestable links 

chapters l 2 - 14 in close 

proximity ( 12 : 3 1 ;  1 3 : 14; 
14:3) .  

Sabbath observance Sabbath underlies this 
(14:22 - 16 : 1 7) section in terms of 

'rhythms' of life and care 

(social justice) for all. 

Honour of parents Provides the foundation 
(1 6 : 1 8  - 1 8 :22) for respect towards 

legitimate human 

authority, focused on 

judge, king, priest and 

prophet. 

No murder Forms the beginning of 
( 19 : 1  - 22:8 ;  with 22 : 5  as five terse 
transitional) commandments (5 : 1 7-
(Note: the longest of the 21) joined by the word 
commandments with 'and', and set apart from 
seventy-two verses the former by their 
relating to issues of phys- thematic relationships 
ical life and death within with one's neighbour. 
the land) 

No adultery Though the word 
(22:9 - 2p 8;  with 2p 5- 'adultery' i s  clearly 
l 6 as transitional) alluded to only once 

(22:22), the laws on 

improper 'mixtures' point 

in the same direction, 

together with issues of a 

lack of purity in sexuality. 

No stealing Applied to a range of 
(2p 9 - 24:7) problems in ancient 

society, including 
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improper 'mixtures' point 

in the same direction, 

together with issues of a 

lack of purity in sexuality. 

No stealing Applied to a range of 
(2p 9 - 24:7) problems in ancient 

society, including 
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9· (po) 

IO. (pr) 

�o false \Vitness 
(24:8 - 25 :4) 

Do not covet 
(2 5 :  5-r 6) 
(Note: the option of not 
taking on the role of the 
levirwas no doubt driven 
by economic rationalism 
and the protection [or 
coveting] of one's own 
property) 
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marriage (divorce) and 
war, in which people 
could be robbed of 
security, and concluding 
more directly with 
'stealing' at 24:6-7. 

This section is loosely 
connected with the ninth 
commandment, 
prohibiting false witness 
within the land. The 
reference to J'\1iriam 
(24:9) is linked directly 
with the concept of false 
witness. Other laws that 
follow address the 'rights' 
of different groups 
which, if not honoured, 
is tantamount to 
disobeying the Torah, or 
false witness against it. 

Within this final 
commandment, the 
prohibition on coveting 
wives may lie behind the 
rules on levirate marriage 
and brawls (25 : 5-1 2) .  

Finally, the concluding 
example of the two sets 
of weights and measures 
(vv. 1 3-1 6) implying 
coveting fittingly brings 
these laws to an end. 
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Even though scholars have not agreed on the precise identifica­

tion of particular sections with specific commandments, the general 
outline of the sequence of the Ten Commandments in chapters 1 2 -

26 appears to be broad/y convincing, especially in drawing out the 
'spirit' and 'ethos' of the law (\v.alton 1 98T 213-225). Thus, chap­
ters r 2 - r 8 deal primarily with cultic concerns, serving as an expli­
cation of the first five commandments. Chapters 1 9 - 25 focus more 
on issues in the judicial and secular spheres, broadly addressing the 
concerns of the sixth through to the tenth commandments. 3° 

6. Theology 

As we have seen, Deuteronomy is self-conscious of being a literary 
work. But it is also self-conscious of being a theological work built 
around a number of important themes. We will look selectively and 
briefly at the four areas of God, people, land and worship. 

a. God 

It is appropriate that the study of the central theological themes of 
Deuteronomy should begin with the doctrine of God. Vogt (2006) 
has argued that at the heart of Deuteronomy is the supremacy of 
Yahweh that is to be acknowledged by all generations of Israelites 
through adherence to Torah. Deuteronomy's literary shape, 
following the ancient treaty form, provides an important clue as to 
its basic theology. Yahweh, the God of Israel, appears as the great 
Suzerain of the covenant. He is also Creator, Judge and Warrior, 
who delivers and protects his special people from Egyptian bondage 
and oppression, and is deeply concerned about their present and 
future social, political and religious well-being. Chapter 4, as 'reading 
instructions' for the rest of the book, presents God as one 'so near' 
to Israel through righteous laws (4: 5-8). This is focused on Israel's 
assembly at Mount Horeb, where the Lord spoke to them out of the 

30. With the important caveat that different traditions and scholars divide 

the Ten Commandments differently. See the table in Olson (1994: 43) for 
the Jewish, Lutheran/Roman Catholic and Reformed division of the Ten 
Commandments. In this commentary we follow the Reformed division. 
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fire, and they heard only the sound of words, but saw no form (4:10-
15). Thus the Lord was to remain a God of communication through 
his law, and not one who could be manipulated and controlled 
through idols of different kinds (4:16-24). For Israel to do so would 
undermine Yahweh's transcendence, invisibility, power and espe­
cially his uniqueness and sovereignty, over both the nations and 
Israel herself. The rationale is then given at 4:24: For the LORD your 
God is a consuming fire, a j ealous God (emphasis added; 4:24; 6:15; 
cf. Josh. 24:19 connected with God as ho/y). This language can be 
understood as God's 'jealousy', protecting his own covenant 
commitment towards his chosen people, even in giving them the 
land (9:3). Finally, this side of God will lead to Israel's exit from the 
land (4:25-31; cf. 32:21), to serve idols which cannot see or hear or eat 
or smell (4:28; cf. 32:37-39). But the possibility of finding a 'merciful' 
God is also held out to Israel if they look for him with all your heart 
and with all your soul. This in turn will enable a fresh obedience to 
Torah, based upon Yahweh's preparedness not to forget the 
covenant he confirmed to the forefathers by oath (4:29-3 1). The 
final section (4: 3 2-40) repeats these points, drawing attention to the 
voice of God speaking out of the fire at Horeb, as well as Yahweh's mi­
raculous intervention in Egypt (both repeated in this section). But, 
as a new element, both sets are framed by the statements, so that you 
might know that the LORD is God; beside him there is no other (4:35), and 
the LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other 
(4:39). Both statements speak of the uniqueness  and incompara­
bility of Yahweh, and are clearly monotheistic. The statement at 
4:19 does not acknowledge the valid status of the sun, moon and 
stars as deities worthy of worship, for, after all, they fall under 
Yahweh's jurisdiction and sovereignty created for other purposes 
(cf. Gen. 1:14-18). The reference to idols at 4:28 mentions their 
'man-made' status, as does 4:16-24. And so within this chapter of 
'reading instructions' for the rest of the book, Vogt's thesis is clearly 
demonstrated, where Yahweh's sovereignty is proclaimed in heaven 
above and on the earth below (4:39) as a chief motivation for Israel to 
keep the law (4:40), which is linked to Israel's prospect of prosperity 
and long life within the land, serving as a frame to the whole chapter 
(4:1 and 40). 

Chapter 5 as 'blueprint' for the rest of the book continues the 
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theme of God speaking from out of the fire by his voice, J 1 but now 
makes contemporary the Horeb experience and covenant for each 
and every generation as though each were there (5:2-3). It also 
makes specific the Ten Commandments of which the first, You shall 
have no other gods before [or beside] me (p), is especially developed in the 
general stipulations of chapters 6 - 1 r .  This section begins with the 
Shema at 6:4: Hear, 0 Israel The LORD our God, the LORD is one (see 
commentary) Y However, 6: 5 also requires an exclusive relationship 
of love to be expressed to Yahweh 'alone' as Israel's 'one and only' 
object of affection (adverbial use), supported by 6:13-1 5. This can 
be seen as reciprocating the Lord's prior redemptive love towards 
Israel at 4:37-38, framed by 4:35, 39. The conclusion to chapters 
6- 11 is reached at 10:12-22. Within this passage, Yahweh's cosmic 
sovereignty as God of gods and Lord of lords (v. 17) is linked to his 
nature as a Judge who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. He defends 
the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving them food 
and clothing (v. 18). Israel is called to love the alien as Yahweh loves 
them, remembering that they too were aliens in Egypt (v. 20). Thus 
the doctrine of God in Deuteronomy has both a vertical and a hori­
zontal dimension to it in terms of what it means to love God. 

Finally, chapter l 2 introduces two further issues about God, with 
far-reaching theological implications. Both relate to the name of God 
within the sanctuary of the Promised Land. 

The first relates to the place the LORD your God will choose . . .  to put 
his Name there for his dwelling (12:5; cf. Exod. 20:24). Von Rad (19 5 3: 
3 7-44) has argued that Deuteronomy represents a theological corrective 
to earlier and cruder ideas that God was somehow present in Israel's 
shrines. Thus, Deuteronomy is presented as 'demythologizing' the 
divine presence, so that what is present is not God himself (for he 
dwells in heaven), but his name (understood as 'name theology') . Von 
Rad links this process to the ark tradition, and its ultimate fate, 

3 r .  See ' 5 (d) Structure' for the further development of God speakingjrom 

out of the fire. Also see commentary on 4: l l .  

3 2 .  The Song o f  Moses (32:1-43) not only affirms the monotheistic 

statements of 4: 3 5 ,  3 9  at 32:39, but discusses Israel's adopted gods as 

idols who were in the end pronounced as no gods (32:21-22). 
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which in Deuteronomy has also undergone a process of 'demyth­
ologization', in that it is now ody a receptacle for the law. Tl:iis he 
distinguishes from the priestly tradition, which associates Yahweh 
speaking from the ark when he has appeared in 'glory' (kab6d; Exod. 
2 5 :22; l\um. 7:89). In response to the above, theological context has 
determined how Deuteronomy has decided to present each of these 
points, rather than a highly speculative history of traditions coupled 
with form criticism. To begin with, Richter (2007: 343) has argued 
that the translation 'to place his name' is better understood as a loan 
adaptation of the common Akkadian idiom relating to an inscribed 
monument, with the connotation of claiming the monument as 
one's own. In cases of victory stelae, the claims of ownership 
frequently extended to the region to which they pertained. This is 
also supported by the Amarna evidence from the fourteenth cen­
tury BC, in which king Abdu-Heba 'set his name in the land 
of Jerusalem', expressing both ownership and conquest. In 
Deuteronomy, where the emphasis is on possessing the land and 
Israel's covenant relationship with God, God's name reminds the 
nation of his victory, ownership and supremacy within the land. 
Thus, instead of relegating his real presence to heaven, the placing 
of his name affirms his real presence in terms of covenant 'near­
ness' (4: 5-8) and commitment to his people. Further, Wilson (1992: 
403-406) has persuasively argued that the expression 'before 
Yahweh' signifies Yahweh's real presence. It is applied specifically in 
its literal sense to the chosen place at which the name of Yahweh is 
present in the legal section of the book, thus locating the Deity 
within the sanctuary (e.g. l 2:7, l 2, etc.). In a later study, Wilson 
( 199 5 :  45-71) also demonstrates that Yahweh's presence is located 
'in the midst of the fire' within chapters 4 and 5 .  This speaks of his 
'near' presence in Deuteronomy. As far as von Rad's ark is 
concerned, it has suited Deuteronomy's theological purpose to 
present it as a container for the Ten Commandments. In this way, it 
draws attention to the primary importance of these laws as a 'blue­
print' for the book, whereas the Book of the Ltiw was placed beside 
the ark of the covenant as a continual witness against Israel (3 1 :24-
26) . Thus, it could be argued that Yahweh would continue to address 
Israel from the ark as his covenant people. Further, Deuteronomy 
is not unaware of the glory of God as this relates to the voice from the 

! :\ T R O D C C T I O :\  5 9 

fire at Horeb (5 : 24; cf. Exod. 24: 1 7) .  Again, it is this aspect of 

Yahweh's glory which has suited Deuteronomy's theological purpose. 
The second issue with regard to the name at l 2: 5 involves Israel in 

the total destruction of all the altars, cult-symbols and sanctuaries 

of the gods formerly worshipped within the land (1 2:2-3;  cf. n-6). 

In doing this, the names of the idols must also be wiped out from the 
land (1 2 : 3b), for the simple reason that Yahweh by his name is now 

claiming ownership, presence, sovereign rule and worship within the 
land ( l 2: 5 ) ,  as a restatement of the first three commandments (5 :7-
1 l ). Further, Israel is to seek the place the LORD your God will choose from 
among all your tribes to put his 1\Jame there far his dwelling ( l 2: 5 ) .  

b. The people of God 

If the doctrine of God represents the foundation of the faith of 
Deuteronomy, then certainly it is the doctrine of Israel that stands 
as the fullest complement to it (Clements 1989 :  5 5 ) .  Here we may 
make the following points: 

l .  Israel as a nation has been the object of divine and sovereign 
choice (or election) , not because of size or virtue, but because of 
Yahweh's prior love both to the fathers (4: 3 7) and to present Israel 
(T6-12) .  

2 .  On the basis of Yahweh's covenant of love with Israel and the fore­
fathers (7: 1 2) ,  Deuteronomy continues to stress the impending gift 
of the land, made on oath with the forefathers (Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob) as a recurring theme throughout (some twenty-eight times). 

3 .  On the basis of the covenant made at Horeb (Sinai) (4: 1 0-14; 
5 :2-4) , each generation of Israel now stands in a covenant relation­
ship with God, which requires the 'loving' commitment of both 
parties. As far as Israel is concerned, this is not only a love and 
loyalty that can be commanded, as with the ancient treaties, but a 
love that is driven from the heart, involving one's total being. 3 3 Thus 

3 3 ·  McCarthy (19 8 1 :  4 3 ,  8 1) points out that treaty oaths were supposed to 

be an emotional (involving the 'feelings') as well as a juridical 

attachment. Clearly in Deuteronomy, Yahweh reveals his affection (bafaq) 

and love ('ahab) towards Israel (T7-9; ro: 1 5 ; cf. 2 1 : 1  l) ,  which was no 

doubt meant to be reciprocated by Israel at 6: 5 .  
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Israel's love for God (6:5; r o:r 2-13; r r :r ,  13, 22; 13:3; 19:9; 30:6, r 6, 
20) can be seen as a response to Yahweh's prior love for Israel (4:37; 
7:7-9, r 2-r3; 10:15; 23:5; 33:3). 

4. An important motivitation for Israel's love of God and fellow 
Israelites, including the alien, is defined by her own alien ( 10: r 9; 
23:7) and 'slave' status from the land of Egypt (5:15; TI S ; 8:2, r 8; 
9:7, 27; 15:15; 16:3, 12; 24:9, r 8, 22; 25:17; p:7). 

5. The covenant is then renewed in Moab (29:1, 9-15), in 
language similar to the covenant made at Horeb (29:14-r 5; cf. 
5 :2-3). 34 Significantly, the God who speaks from out of the fire at 
Horeb (5:22-27) will continue to burn in his wrath against Israel 
and make the Promised Land a burning waste for any violation of 
covenant law, especially relating to the first three commandments 
(29:16-28). The battle is either lost or won at the level of the 
heart, incisively pointed out at 29:18 (cf. 8:2). In fact, a genuine 
response of love and obedience by Israel is understood as 
requiring nothing less than a circumcision of the heart (r o:r 2-r 6; 
30:6; cf. Jer. 4:4; 9:25-26; 3 r :3 r -34; Ezek. 36:24-27). Also, in · 
light of Moses' words at 31:24-29, it is clear that Israel will fail 
as she has repeatedly done in the past. Yahweh's revelation of 
the Torah is insufficient for obedience (cf. 9:7 - r o: r r ). W hat is 
needed is the Torah written on the heart (6:6; I I  :r 8; cf. Jer. 31:33-
34; Barker 2004: r 9r ). 

6. At 7:6 Israel is reminded that she is a people ho!J to the Lord 
your God, as well as his treasured possession (14:1-2; cf. 26:18-19 in 
reverse order) . This is first stated within the context of the prac­
tice of the ban (berem; 7:1-2), and Israel's need to eliminate all 
external forms of idolatry from the land (7:5). In Deuteronomy, 
holiness is not only a status conferred upon Israel as a conse­
quence of her election, but it also carries with it certain responsi­
bilities (14:1-3; cf. 2p 4), including the positive keeping of all the 
Lord's commands (26:18-19; 28:9). Then all the peoples of the 
earth will see that Israel is called by the name of the Lord (lit. 'upon 
you' ) ,  leading to their fear of Israel (28:10; cf. 4:5-8). This carries 

34. Moab is the renewal of Horeb, and not its replacement. As such, there 

is a fusing of horizons between the law and generations of both places. 

I :\ T R O D C C T I O :\:  G r  

the idea of Yahweh's exclusive ownership and claim upon Israel 
(paralleling that of the land) as his ho!J (separate) people and treas­
ured possession, who are thus measured in terms of covenant 

loyalty and faithfulness, with implications for the peoples of the 

earth. 
7. In Deuteronomy the idea of ritual impurity is explicitly applied 

to the land only at 21:22-23 (cf. 24:1-4), and to the practices of 
Israel at 14: r-2 r ( c£ 26: 14) and 2 3 :9-14. Instead of an impurity that 
defiles, we find in Deuteronomy an 'abomination' (t6'eba), that is, 
intolerable filth, both physically repulsive and morally disgraceful. It 
is an obligation which holiness imposes upon the children of God 
(Regev 2001: 249). There are sixteen references to this term in 
Deuteronomy in relation to the following prohibitions: (i) different 
forms of idolatry, moiech cult, sorcery and magic (7:25-26; 12:31; 
q :r 4; 17:4; 18:9, 12; 20:18; 27:15; p:r 6); (ii) animals which are 
unworthy for eating (14:3) or sacrificing (r7:r ), also bringing 'the fee 
of a whore and the pay of a dog' into the sanctuary in fulfilment of 
any vow (23:18); (iii) prohibition of a remarriage to a previous wife 
(24:4); (iv) male's garments (kelf) on a female, a prohibition that 
perhaps refers to pagan cults (22:5); (v) the use of dishonest scales 
(2p 5-16). 

Thus, the definition of 'abomination' in Deuteronomy is wide­
ranging, and includes worship of idols (ten times) , 'non-kosher' 
food, unworthy sacrifices, deception, and certain sexual behaviour.35 
However, it is somewhat misleading with Regev (2oor :  249) to say 
that these acts do not really affect the sacred or endanger the holy 
in Deuteronomy. While Deuteronomy's 'abomination' may not be 
presented as a powerful polluting and defiling force as such (but c£ 
21:22-23; 23:9-14; 24:4), it is nevertheless presented within the 
context of a covenant relationship that affects Israel's standing 
before God and life within the land. For example, the consequences 
of r 3: 14 at r 3: r 5-r 8 relate to the Lord's fierce anger against idolatry, 
with severe penalty for all concerned (c£ 4:24; 6:13-r 5). Further, the 
expression, you must purge the evil [ra1 from amongyou ( r 3: 5; r 7:7, r 2; 

3 5 .  But in Leviticus refers only to forms of unlawful sexual relations ( r 8:22, 

26, 27, 29, 30; 20: 13). 
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1 9: 1 9; 2 1 : 2 1 ; 22 :2 1 ,  22, 24; 24:7) ,36 can be found in the same or asso­
ciated contexts as the word 'abomination' (e.g. 1 3 : 5 ,  14; esp. 1 T4-7). 
This suggests that purging evil implies a kind of cleansing within the 
land, as evil refers to deeds that contaminate society and damage its 
relationship to Yahweh (Nelson (1002: 1 7 1) .  Nelson also suggests 
that evil can be seen as posing an objective, almost material danger, 
which requires an act of sweeping away as though it were excre­
ment (cf. 2 3 :9-14; l Kgs 1 4: 1 0) .  

8 .  I n  Deuteronomy, obligations that apply to the priests alone (Lev. 
2 1 : 5 ;  2 2:8) are directed to all the people (Deut. 14: 1-2, 2 1 ) .  This 
suggests that Israel's holiness can now be viewed as a national separ­
ateness to the Lord that also embodies the moral qualities of Israel's 
priesthood (also see commentary on 31 : 5-6) . It is in this sense that 
Israel may be seen as a 'kingdom of priests' unto the Lord in 
Deuteronomy, not in terms of function, but dictated by the require­
ments of what it means to stand in covenant relationship with God 
as his ho(y people. The absence in Deuteronomy of the phrase 
'kingdom of priests' with regard to Israel as a nation is intriguing, 
since the other two terms, ho(y people and treasured possession, are used 
from Exodus 1 9 : 5-6 (7:6; 14:2; 26 : 1 8-1 9) .  This may relate to Tigay's 
(1 996: xvii) observation that 'Deuteronomy's aim is to spiritualize 
religion by freeing it from excessive dependence on sacrifice and 
priesthood.' For example, the individual's handling of the tithe in 
grateful worship is no longer the exclusive preserve of the Levites 
(Num. l 8:21-32) ,  but may be eaten by the owner, and shared with the 
resident alien (ger), the orphan, the widow and the Levite (Deut. 
14:22-29; cf. 26: 1 2-14). Also in Deuteronomy, the Levites receive 
special attention as those who are guardians and teachers of the law, 
offer sacrifices and bless the nation, possibly because of their zeal in 
standing against idolatry in the golden calf story (3 3 : 8-I I ) .  In this 
way, they remain the true 'priestly' tribe within Israel without equal, 
chosen by the Lord to stand and minister in his name alwqys (1 8 : 1-8). 
Furthermore, it is the priestly tribe of Levi who will model total 

36. Also carries a wide range of meanings beginning with idolatry ( 1n;  

1 7:7), contempt of  court ( 17: 1 2) ,  false witness ( 19: 1 9) ,  rebellious son 

(21 :2 1), sexual sins (22:2 1 ,  22, 24), kidnapping (24:7) . 
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dependence upon Yahweh to the rest of the nation. As the recipients 

of the firstfruits of grain, new wine and oil, they are a spiritual 
barometer of the Lord's blessings upon the other tribes. :\kConville 
(2002: l 5 5) also notes that the term treasured possession (segulla), applied 
to Israel at T 5-6, is used in treaty texts to describe the vassal status of 
the conquered people of the king. Therefore he argues, 'The idea of 
priesthood as a metaphor of dedication to God did not suit 
Deuteronomy's idea of the whole people as an integrated entity 
before God, in which the priest is not set up as the ultimate model 
of holiness.' But against this view, it is more likely that the 
treaty/covenant concept of the book of Deuteronomy has deter­
mined its use of ho!J people and treasured possession, finding a kingdom 
of priests unsuitable. As indicated above, Israel as a whole is now 
called to embody the moral qualities of Israel's priesthood, while the 
tribe of Levi has been recognized as the true priestly tribe, who alone 
model the kind of zeal for the law that has enabled them to be 
chosen as guardians and teachers of the law (3 3 :  8-l l) . On the other 
hand, McConville (2002: 1 9-36) argues that the use of the singular 
in the laws supports its theology of the responsibility o f  the people 
for the keeping of the law. This is in contrast to the idea of the king 
as sovereign, especially in the administration of law, which 
Deuteronomy opposes. But even though the king's powers may be 
somewhat curtailed in specific areas in Deuteronomy, its main 
purpose is to present the king as an exemplary student of the law, 
who is thereby presented to the nation as a model of Torah-keeping 
towards his brother lsraelites ( 1 7 :  l 8-20) . 

9. Finally, Israel is presented as a family writ large.37 The term 
brother is frequently used in referring to fellow Israelites, in 
commands suspending debts, making loans, releasing slaves, dealing 
with perjury, forgoing interest, kidnapping, slave-trading and 
avoiding excess legal penalties ( l 5 :2 ,  3 ,  7, 9, l l, l 2; 1 9 : 1 8-19; 2 3 :20-
2 1 ;  24:7; 2 5 : 3 ) .  Israel's leaders or representatives Gudges, kings, 
Levites, prophets) are leaders among brothers ( 16 : 1 8  - 1 8 : 2 2) ,  
presumably appointed b y  the people of Israel ( 16 : 1 8) .  

3 7. The following information, \V.ith some modification, i s  largely indebted 

to Goldingay (199 5 : 1 36-1 39) .  
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Deuteronomy's pre-err1inent concern is for justice among the people 
(r :9-r 8) ,  with judges at the top of the list of leaders at r 6 : 1 8-zo. 

Israel is to look to the needs of various groups who might have no 
sure means of livelihood, especially those possessing no land 
(Levites, widows, orphans, aliens, the poor and slaves). This concern 
mirrors the concerns of Yahweh himself, guarding them from 
exploitation and taking practical steps to see that they have enough 
to eat (ro: r 8-r9 ;  14:28-29; 24: 1 7-22; 26: r z- r 3 ;  2T r 9) .  

Deuteronomy also emphasizes women's privileges and responsi­
bilities over a wide range of areas. It stresses attitudes towards 
mothers, wives and daughters, as well as fathers, husbands and 
sons. Where both mother and father act together in providing 
proof of their daughter's virginity to the elders at the gate, it is the 
girl's fatherwho speaks to the elders and receives any fines due. But 
if the charge is true, the daughter is brought to the door of her 
father's house, because of sins committed while still in her father's 
house (22 : 1 3-2 r ) .  Thus it is assumed that where a family dwells 
together, the male is recognized as head of the house. Also, both 
mother and father have a right to a son's obedience and an obliga­
tion to see to the punishment of his rebelliousness (2r : r 8-2 r) .  A 
wife has the right to marital security or to freedom, even if she is 
a foreigner (2 r : r o-r4) .  Her son may receive the extra inheritance if 
he is the eldest, even if his father prefers the child of another wife 
(2 r : r  5- r7) .  A daughter or female slave has the same right to share 
in worship and Sabbath rest as a son or a male slave (5 : 14; r 2 : r  2, r 8 ;  

r 6 : r  r ,  14), and a female slave has the same right to freedom as a 
male slave (r 5 : r 2; cf. Exod. 2 1 : 2- r r ) .  Daughters, as well as sons, 
are protected from intermarriage and from being offered in sacri­
fice (7:3 ; r 2: 3 1 ; r 8 : r o) .  Finally, Deuteronomy especially directs its 
concerns toward a properfami{y order with regard to the responsi­
bility of children to parents and parents to children (4:9; 5 :  r 6; 6:7, 

20-2 5 ;  r r : r 9; 2 r : r  5-2 r ;  2Tr 6; 32 :46) . The assumption here is that 
children need their parents' instruction, and parents need their chil­
dren's care. The various laws about sex outside of marriage are 
intended to establish the issue of paternity and linear descent. In 
fact, such illicit sex is called a disgraceful thing, which evil must be 
purged from Israel by capital punishment (22: 2 r) .  Such sexual 
disorder threatens the structured arrangement of marriage and the 

1 :-; T R O D C C T I O .'-:  

social unit of the family, affecting issues of name and land inher­

itance. 38 

The natural right of a person to have children is part of the 

concern of laws about levitate marriage and sexual assault (25 : 5-rz), 

and also relates to a newly married man's exemption from military or 
other public service (20:7; 24: 5). Finally, a man may not marry or have 
intercourse with his father's wife or stepmother (27=20; c£ 22:30), half­

sister (27:22) or mother-in-law (27 =23), out of a desire to preserve a 
proper order even within the extended family. Goldingay (199 5 :  r 39) 

concludes by suggesting that the same aim possibly underlies the 
expectation that a bride shall be a virgin (22: 1 3-2 1 ,  28-29). 

c. Land 
The land is a major theme in Deuteronomy, with the land promise 
appearing in every chapter except 14 and 22, and it is commonly 
linked to the promise made on oath with the forefathers some twenty­
eight times (r :8 ,  3 5 ;  4:3 r ;  6 : ro, r 8, 2 3 ;  7 :8 ,  r 2, r 3 ;  8 : r ,  r 8; 9: 5 ;  r o: r r ;  

r r :9, 2 r ; r 3 : r 7; r 9:8 ; 26: 3 ,  1 5 ; 28:9, r r , q ;  30:20; 3 1 :7 ,  20, 2 1 ,  2 3 ; 

34:4). From the outset (r :8), this suggests that the Lord was intent 
on fulfilling this aspect of the covenant made with Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob, and to their descendants after them (Gen. r 2: r-3,  7 ;  

r p 8-r9; q:8) . Thus, the promise of the land is linked to Israel's 
election and nationhood, as already given to them (r :8), but the land 
must also be taken by Israel (7 : 1-2, 24; 9: 1-3). The two notions of 
Yahweh's giving and Israel's taking are brought together in the expres­
sion the land the LORD your God is givingyou to possess (3 :  l 2, r 9 ; 5 :  3 l;  
1 2: r ;  r 5 :4; 19:2, 14; 25 : 19 ;  cf 1 : 3 9; 4: 1 ;  17 = 14; 26:1) . Possession of the 
land is not on account of Israel's own achievement, but is Yahweh's 
gracious 'gift' (6 : 1 0-1 3 ;  8 : 1 0-1 8). Therefore, the land is not given 
to Israel as a reward for uprightness, but because of the wickedness 
of the Canaanites (cf. Gen. l p 6),  which would enable Yahweh to 
fulfil his covenant promise to the fathers (9:4-6; cf. 4: 3 7-38 ). In 

38. See the case of Zelophehad's daughters with regard to name, land 

inheritance, and keeping the land within one's own tribe (Num. 27:1-1 l ;  
36:1-13). Undoubtedly the law also paves the way for women's rights 

in Deuteronomy. 
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fact, Israel has no righteousness or integrity to boast about; they are 

a stiff-necked people who fail to learn (9 :6). But Yahweh has stand­

ards that apply as much to Israel as to the Canaanites, as far as living 
in the land is concerned. His commitment to them is not uncondi­

tional (6: I 7-I9 ;  8 : I ;  I I : 8-9, 22-25) ,  and he can reveal himself to 
them as a consuming_fire, a jealous God, if they do not fear the Lord and 

serve him only (4:24; 6 : I  5 ;  cf. Josh. 2 3 : I 6; 24: I4-27; Judg. 2 : Io-2 3) .  
And even though Israel was to engage the inhabitants of the land in 

Holy War, or the 'ban' (7: I-2) , this could easily turn against them, 
leading to their own annihilation and loss of land, with the few 

survivors condemned to worship empty images (4:2 5-3 I) . Thus, life 

within the Promised Land is integrally linked to covenant law and 

Israel's ability to keep it; otherwise the land can be forfeited if they 
do not obey (4:2 5-26, 3 2-40; 5 : 28-3 3 ;  6 : I 7-I9 ;  8 : I ,  6-20; I I : 8-1 2; 
28:I 5-68 ;  29:24-29; 3o:I 5-20; cf. Josh. I :6-8) . For this reason, the 

whole law corpus (I 2: I) is set in relationship to living in the land 
(I 2 : I  - 26: I 5 ) .  In some cases, disobedience to the law brings defile­

ment or guilt upon the land itself (2I : 2 3 ;  24:4) . There is no link 

between the land and God himself, as if the land itself were divine. 

Rather, it is governed by a sense of history sworn on oath to the 

forefathers (26: 3 ,  5-10) .  Therefore, it is also called a good land (I : 2  5 ,  
3 5 ;  3 : 2 5 ;  4:2 1-22; 6 : I  8 ;  8 :7-1 0; 9:6; I I : I7 ;  c £  Gen. I : I  - 2:4a) , painted 
in abundant and idealistic terms with the expression a land flowing 
with milk and honry (6: 3 ;  I r :9; 26:9, I 5 ;  27 :3 ;  3 I :20) . It is an ideal land 
resembling Paradise/Eden, in which Israel will eat and be full (8:7-
9) , with the blessings of the land expected to be shared among the 

entire community. But here Deuteronomy's vision also distinguishes 

between the ideal and the real (I 5 :4, r r) .  Unlike Egypt, it is a land 
that drinks rain from heaven, and the Lord cares for it throughout its 

agricultural seasons (I I :  I O-I 2) . Both these texts present this Eden­
like land as a sanctuary ( c£ Exod. I 5 :  I 7) , in which the boundaries are 

always carefully defined (I :6-8 ; 3 :27-28;  34: I-4; cf. Gen. I p 8-2I ;  
Josh. I :4) . 

Furthermore, God will give rest within the Promised Land from 
all enemies (3 :20; I 2: 1 0; 2 5 : I 9) .  As a sanctuary, the land becomes 

the place where Israel also offers herfirstfruits in worship (26 : 5-9) . 
Since the land is seen as a sanctuary, it is appropriate that a central 

shrine should be appointed where the twelve tribes come in regular 
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pilgrimage to recognize Yahweh's rule (I 2: I-I4) .  Finally, since the 

land is Yahweh's, it could not be sold, and thus the rights to the land 

were to be preserved by rules determined by tribal allotment and 

land tenure ( I : 3 5-36 cf. Josh. 14:6-I 5 ;  I 5 : I  - 2 r :4 5 ;  cf. Num. 27:I­

I I ;  3 6: I-I 3) .  Also, it is clear that the allocation of land east of the 

Jordan, given to the tribes of Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe of 

::\fanasseh, was considered part of the Promised Land given to them 

bv God (3 : I 2-20; cf. Josh. I 3 : 8-3 3) ,  although Moses reserves the 

;ordgood only for the land west of the Jordan (esp. 3 : 2 5 ;  4:2 I -22) .  

Additional note on the Holy War (IJ,erem) principle 

The verb 'completely destroy' (beram; Hiphil) and the related noun 

'set apart for destruction' (berem) have a complex history of inter­
pretation. The verb (beram) found at T2 also occurs at 2: 34-3 5 and 

3 :6, related to wars against Sihon and Og on the eastern side of the 

Jordan, as a paradigm for the taking of the land on the western side 

of the Jordan (3 1 : 3-5 ; c£ 6 : r o-I 2) .  It is also found at I p  5 with 

regard to the destruction of an Israelite town (never to be rebuilt), 
including both people and cattle, because of idolatry within the land. 

Finally, the verb appears at 2o: I 7  as a repeat of T2, with its rationale 

being the common theme of the dangers of idolatry for Israel 
within the land of Canaan only (2o: I 6-I7) .39 

The verb largely follows the meaning of its very first usage back 

at Exodus 22 :20 within the context of idolatry. But the concept of 
'devote to the ban' (Moberly, Hess) or 'to consecrate to/through 

destruction' (Lohfink, Stern) have also been suggested as a transla­

tion of the difficult Hebrew verb. Wright ( I996 :  1 09) prefers the 

idea of an absolute and irrevocable 'renouncing' of  things or 
persons, indicating a refusal to take any gain or profit from them. 

Thus, in obedience to this command, things or persons can be 

renounced, without necessarily being destroyed. In this respect, 
within contexts that do not have to do with war, the Hebrew noun 

berem refers to something that is devoted to God for his exclusive use, 

3 9. These terms are not used with regard to warfare against nations outside 

the Promised Land (20 : 10-r 5 ) .  
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without the possibility of recall or redemption, thus making it  ho!J 
to the Lord (Lev. 27:21 , 28-29; Num. 1 8 : 14) .4c However, this idea is 
also extended to the destruction of Jericho Gosh. 6 : 1 7-25), involving 
the gravity of Achan's sin in taking goods which were dedicated to 
the Lord for destruction Gosh. T1-26; cf. 1 Sam. 1 5 : 1-34) .  But this 
has already been anticipated with the use of the noun (berem) at 7:26 
as a frame to the verb (beram) at T2, and likewise the use of the noun 
at 1 3 : 1  7 as a frame for the verb at 1 3 : 1  5 .  

Finally, Deuteronomy continues to make the point that Israel's 
possession of Canaan was sworn on oath to the Patriarchs many 
centuries before. This made the taking of the land a religious task, and 
not just a defensive one. The primary qualifications for such a task 
were faith, obedience and courage. Little real fighting needed to be 
done, as it was the Lord himself who would give the victory (i.e. 7: 1-
2, 1 7-24), even through religious ritual Gosh. 6:1-27). But what about 
the ethics of Yahweh's wars? From the time of the original promise 
given to Abraham, a divine timetable was at work. This included a 
four-hundred-year period in Egypt, followed by a deliverance that 
would coincide with the sin of the Amorites reaching its full measure 
in the land of Canaan (Gen. 1 p 3-16,  1 7-21 ;  c£ Deut. 9 : 5 ) .  That 
war may not have ultimately belonged to the Lord's good purposes 
is suggested by Numbers 3 1 : 1 9-20, where the killing or touching of 
the dead in war made the soldiers ritually unclean (cf. David at 1 Chr. 
22:8) .  Also, within the book of Joshua, the examples of Rahab Gosh. 
2:1-2 1 ;  6:22-25) and the Gibeonites Gosh. 9: 3-27) may well raise the 
question of what mqy have been the situation if other peoples within 
Canaan had also made a treaty of peace with the Israelites Gosh. 1 1 : 1 9), 
and Israel herself would suffer a reverse Holy War if she did not 
obey the Lord in carrying out his commands (7: 1-6) . 

It is important to note that Israel's taking of the land at this time 
was very much context specijic, relating only to this particular time and 

40. Leading Lilley (1993 :  1 69-177) to suggest that this was the primary 

meaning of /perem relating to persons or things. This was then 

understood in a weakened or secondary sense through the use of the 

verb (baram) as 'utterly destroy', although retaining the connotation of 

'devoted' as in Joshua and Deuteronomy. 
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place, and therefore to no other. Admittedly, such a taking of the 

land took a lengthy period of time, culminating \vith David's great 

victories much later on. But modern attempts to justify all kinds of 

so-called 'holy wars' (e.g. the crusades, j ihad, etc.) on the basis of 

these early texts are entirely out of context, inappropriate and totally 
unjustified. The Old Testament envisages a time when all the 
nations will go up to Zion in order to be instructed in the Torah, and 

the Lord will settle disputes for many peoples, and warwill be no more 

(Isa. 2:2-4; Mic. 4: 1-3 ;  cf. Joel po) . 

In the New Testament, warfare is given a radically new dimen­

sion. It is taken entirely out of the physical plane of the Old 
Testament into the spiritual realm of principalities and powers in 
the heavenly realms (Eph. 6 : 1 2) .  This involved the death of God's 
only begotten Son upon a cross (the symbol of curse) for the sin of 
all peoples (Col. 1 : 1 9-22), at the same time disarming the powers 
and authorities, triumphing over them by the cross (Col. 2 : 1 3-1 5). 
In the light of this great truth, all peoples are now urged to enter the 
new Canaan of rest by faith in God's Son (Heb. 4: 1 -1 l) . 

d. Worship 
Last but not least, worship defines Israel as ho!J (or separated) unto 
God (7:6). For this reason, the central altar law dominates chapters 
1 2  - 26.  This has already been anticipated by the conclusion at 
r o: 1 2-22, where Israel is to fear the Lord, and love and serve him with 
all your heart and with all your soul, including love of the fatherless, 
widow and alien, for the Lord is Israel's praise. Balentine ( 1999: l 90-
202) argues that in the Decalogue ( 5 : 6-21) it is concern for the 
Sabbath which centres all commitments towards God and humankind 
on the importance of worship. But in chapters 1 2 - 26 this is 
reversed. Here it is worship that provides the frames and context 
for the intervening stipulations that order social behaviour, begin­
ning with the summons to worship ( 1 2 : 1  - 1 3 : 1 8) ,  framed by the 
proper goal of worship (26: 1-1 5) . In between, we have the issues of 
social justice and the 'Sabbatical principle' (14:22  - 16 : 1 7) ,  followed 
by the judicial structure and its administrators ( 1 6 : 1 8  - 1 8:22) ,  and 
concluding with the practical details of social justice ( 19 : 1  - 2p9).  
The above frames on worship parallel the beginning and end of the 
Covenant Code (Exod. 20:22-26 and 2 3 : 14-19) ,  which may have 
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provided the inspiration for Deuteronomy's presentation. Finally, 
we may observe that chapter I 2 itself opens (vv. I-4) and closes (vv. 

29-3 I) with a polemic directed against false worship and Canaanite 
gods. For Deuteronomy, it is at this point that Israel's worship is 
most likelv to fail within the land. 

Deuteronomy repeatedly describes Israel's worship at the place the 
LORD your God will choose to put his 1Vame (I 2: 5 ,  l l ,  14, I S, 2 I ,  26; t4:23-
25; I 5 :20; 1 6:2, 6, I I ,  l j;  ITS, ro; l S:6; 26:2) .  This has been commonly 
seen as a move towards 'centralization', put into effect during the 

period of Josiah's reforms, representing the Jerusalem priesthood's 
victory over rivals from other sanctuaries. But such a move is not 
reflected in the book of Deuteronomy for four good reasons: (I) 
Jerusalem is not named in the book. (2) As Richter (2007: 342-66) 
has previously pointed out, the 'placing of Yahweh's name' involving 
the inscription of one's name, often on victory stelae, connotes the act 
of making both monument and region one's own. (3) The emphasis 

is upon Yahweh's 'choice' of place, and not on the place itself 
(M:cConville l9S4: 3 I-32). (4) If Deuteronomy were limitingworship­
to Jerusalem alone, then the altar at EbaljShechem (2T1-26) would 
make little sense. It is probably the case that the expression in I 2: 5 ,  
from among al/your tribes, does not mean that a number o f  shrines were 
operating together at the same time. Rather, only one single shrine 
operated at any given time in conjunction \vith the presence of the ark 
of the covenant, and the Tent of Meeting, which finally ended up at 
Shiloh Gosh. I S: I-2; cf I Sam. 4:3). Therefore, the final contrast is 
between a multiplicity of places where the Canaanites worshipped as 
they chose (I 2: I-3), and the place that God would choose (I 2 : 5 ;  
McConville l9S4: 29-3S). In this sense, one can therefore speak o f  a 
'central' sanctuary in preference to a sole sanctuary, and 'purity' of 
worship rather than exclusive worship, made possible by a greater 
degree of control over the place of worship. 

However, worshipping God at the place he had chosen and in the 
way in which he had prescribed was but one part of Israel's covenant 

allegiance, reflecting at a national level Israel's ho!J status as God's 
treasured possession (7:6; 14:2; 26: I S) .  To begin with, in l 2: I-2S Moses 
presents seven aspects of corporate worship: (a) acceptable (vv; I-
4); (b) unifying (v. 5 ) ;  (c) sacrificial (vv. 6-7) ; (d) joyful (vv. 7, I 1) ;  (e) 

family oriented as 'households' (vv. 7, l 2) ; (f) compassionate (vv. l 2, 
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I 9) ;  (g) consistent (vv. 20-2S). Following this, the laws of chapters 

I 2 - 26 also reflect other contexts in which worship is a major 

theme. These include tithes (I4:22-29); 'the seventh year principle' 

involving debtors and slaves (I j : I-1 S);ftrstborn male of your herds and 

flocks (I p 9-23); 'three major festivals' ( I6 : I-I7) ;41 'Asherah poles 

and stones' ( I6 :2 I-22) ;  'difficult law cases' (ITS-I3);  'the king as a 

model Israelite in Torah study and obedience' (I 7 : 14-20); efferings 
far priests and Levites ( 1 S : I-S) ; exclusions from the assemb!J (2 3 : 1-S); 

'improper offerings' (2p 7); .ftrsifruits and tithes (26: I-I 5 ) .  Also, 
outside of chapters I 2 - 26, mention can be made of the altar, law, 
and curses on Mount Ebal (27 : I-26), and the seven-year reading of 
the law at the chosen place (3 l :  l I ) .  

Finally, we have observed that Israel's worship of God is  to be 
motivated by love and is to be 'wholehearted' (6: 5 ) .  Israel are 
constantly warned not to forget the Lord (e.g. 6: 1 2; S : I  l ,  14, I 9) · The 
answer provided at 6 :  I 3 is that Israel should ( l )  fear the Lord (cf. 
p9; r o: I 2; 14:23) ;  (2) serve him only; and (3) take their oaths in his 
name (I o: I 2-22; cf Josh. 23 :7-S) . Israel's worship is also defined by 

her ability to keep the law. This is especially so at I 2: I and 26: l 6-I 9, 
which provide an outer frame to the inner worship frame of l 2: I -
I 3 : I S and 26 : I-I 5 surrounding the specific laws of chapters I 2  -
26. With regard to the past, Israel was especially called upon to 
remember (zakar) Yahweh and his acts of kindness, especially the 
deliverance from Egypt and her slave status (p 5 ;  T I S ;  S :2, I S ; 9:7, 
27; I 5 : I  5; I 6: 3 ,  I 2; 24:9, I S, 22; 2 5 : 1 7; 3 1:7). This remembrance by 
future generations would also enable Israel continually to partici­

pate in the great acts of redemption, stimulating both gratitude and 
love in every age. Finally, as Israel brought her sacrifices and gifts to 
the sanctuary in order to eat them before the Lord, she was 
reminded that this was done so that you mqy learn to revere the LORD your 
God alwqys (14: 2 3 ;  cf. Ezek. l S : 5-I S) . Abundance and its enjoyment 
are here presented as a variation to the voice from the fire of Horeb 

4r .  McConville (2002: 62) interestingly suggests that Moses' speeches might 

be seen as a preparation for the first Passover that Israel would celebrate 

in connection with the conquest of the land. See commentary on r 6: 1-

17 (cf. Josh. 4: 1 9 ;  p o-12) .  
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engendering.fear ( 5 : 29) . It was not so much the gifts and sacrifices 
that mattered, as the attitude of the offerer. The cult was an aid to 
worship, but was not the essence of worsbip, for true worship lies 
hidden in the recesses of the human heart and flows out to God as 
a result of the worsbipper's love, gratitude and reverence 

(Thompson 1974: 77). 

7. Purpose 

Deuteronomy may be described as Moses' prophetic farewell speech, 
or last will and testament, given to all Israel on the plains of Moab, 
just before their entrance into the Promised Land. As such, it is 
patterned after Jacob's farewell (blessing) speech (Gen. 49: 1-28), just 
before the announcement of his death at Genesis 49:29-3 3 ,  noting 
also that the blessing of Moses at Deuteronomy 3 3 concludes the 
book, followed only by the notice of his death at 3 4: 1-12 .  Further, 
the transition from Moses to Joshua has been anticipated at Numbers 
27: l 2-2 3 .  Deuteronomy now awaits Moses' death, so that the people 
may enter the land under Joshua (3 1 :2 3 ;  34:9) . Deuteronomy's imme­
diate purpose is that of 'covenant renewal' (29 : 1 ,  9-1 5) ,  but not as a 
replacement of the Horeb covenant. As an exposition of the 
Decalogue, its main concern relates to life within the land, lived 
before God and one another. The sin of idolatry will be Israel's 

greatest danger and undoing within the land about to be possessed 
(4:25-3 l; 32 :21) .  In order to counter this, Deuteronomy urges Israel 

to .fear, love and serve the Lord alone with all their heart and being, and 
to keep all of his commandments (6:4-5 ;  1 0: 1 2-13) .  This alone will 
ensure their success and well-being within the land they are about to 
possess. But Deuteronomy is equally sure that Israel will 'fail', and as 
a consequence, this Book of the Law will become a witness against 
them (3 1 :24-29; cf. Josh. 1 : 8) . However, when the blessings and 
curses have run their course, in that order (30:1) ,  leading to Israel's 
eventual exile from the land, then God in his grace and mercy will 
enable them to return to him as they seek him afresh with all [thei?j 
heart and with all [thei?j soul (4:2 5-3 l ;  30 : 1-ro) .  In the meantime, 
Deuteronomy's final word is: Now choose life, so that you and your children 
mqy live . . .  For the LORD is your life, and he will give you many years in the 
land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (3 o: l 9-20). 

ANALYS IS 

r. FIRST ADDRESS OF MOSES: RETROSPECT - WHAT 
GOD HAS DONE (r:r - 4:43) 

A. General introduction: setting the scene (1 : 1-5) 

B. Historical retrospect and prospect: God's mighty acts 
between Horeb and Beth Peor ( 1 :6  - 3 :29) 

i. At Horeb ( l :6-8) 
ii. Organization of the people ( l :9-1 8) 

iii. From Horeb to Kadesh Barnea ( l :  l 9-46) 

iv. The journey through the hill country of Seit and 
Transjordan (2: 1-25) 

v. The conquest of Transjordan (2:26 - 3 : 1  l) 
vi. The distribution of land to the Transjordan tribes 

(p 2-1 7) 
vii. Preparations for the invasion west of the Jordan 

(p 8-29) 
C. The practical consequences for Israel (past, present and 

future) of God's past actions (4: 1-43) 
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2. SECOND ADDRESS OF MOSES: WHAT GOD 
COMMANDS FOR THE FUTURE (4:44 - 28:68) 

A. Introduction to the second address of �foses (4:44-49) 

B. The foundation and nature of Israel's covenant faith: the 
Decalogue and its demand for total allegiance to Yahweh 
(p - I q2) 

i. The heart of the covenant faith (p - 6:3)  
ii. The heart of Israel's faith and confession (6 :4-25) 

iii. Israel's election and its implications (T r-26) 
iv. Lessons from the wilderness for the Promised Land: the 

provision of manna (8 : 1-20) 
v. Further lessons from the wilderness for the Promised 

Land: the golden calf incident (9: r - r o: r r) 
a. Conquest: the outcome of Yahweh's will, not of 

Israel's righteousness (9: r-6) 
b. The stubbornness of Israel in the golden calf 

incident (9:7-29) 
c. Covenant renewal ( r o: r -r r) 

vi. A call to commitment: What does the LORD your God 
require of you?' (ro: r 2 - r 1 : 3 2) 
a. What does the LORD your God require of you?' 

(10: 1 2-22) 
b. An appeal to the past: the relation of obedience to 

blessing (r r : r-1 2) 
c. The Shema and future blessing (r 1 : 1 3-21) 

d. 'See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a 
curse' (r r :22-32) 

C. The Law of God: the detailed covenant stipulations 
(1 2 : 1  - 26: 1 9) 

i. The law of the central sanctuary: no other gods and 
idols ( 1 2 : 1  - r p 8;  cf. 5 :7-10) 

ii. Purity laws and the misuse of God's name (14: 1-2 1 ;  
cf.  p r) 

iii. The rhythms of life and Sabbath observance 

(14:22 - r 6 : 1 7; cf. p 2-r 5) 

iv. The honour of parents and leaders ( 16: 1 8  - 1 8 :22; 
cf. p 6) 
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v. A respect for life ( r 9: r - 22:8, with 22: 5 transitional; 
cf. p7) 

''i. Unholy mixtures and adultery (22:9 - 2p 8, with 

2 3 : q-r6 transitional; cf. p 8) 

vii. �o stealing or exploitation of any kind (2 p 9 - 24:7 ;  
cf. p 9) 

viii. Ten laws relating to false witness (24:8 - 25 :4; cf. 5 :20) 

ix. Coveting and its antidote ( 2 5 :  5 - 26: 1 5 ;  cf. 5 : 2  r) 
a. Miscellaneous laws (2 5 : 5-1 6) 
b. Unfinished business with the Amalekites (2p 7-r9) 
c. First declaration: Israel's presentation of firstfruits 

and confession of what Yahweh has done for her 
(26 : 1-I r)  

d. Second declaration: Israel's obedience to the 

third-year tithe (26: 1 2-r 5) 
e. Third declaration: Yahweh and Israel as willing 

partners of the covenant (26: 1 6-19) 
D. Covenant renewal in the Promised Land (27: 1-26) 

i. The inscription of the law and witness of the elders 
(2p-8) 

ii. The ratification of the covenant and witness of the 
Levitical priests (27:9-1 3) 

iii. The divine sanctions as a response to oath taking 
(2T r4-26) 

75 

E. Declaration of the covenant sanctions: blessings and curses 
(28 : 1-68) 

i. The blessings (28 : 1-14) 
ii. The curses (28: r 5-68) 

3. THIRD ADDRESS OF MOSES: RECAPITULATION 
OF THE COVENANT DEMAND AND THE CALL TO 
CHOOSE GOD AND OBEY (29:1 - 30:20) 

A. Israel exhorted to accept the covenant (29: 1-r 5)  
B. Punishment for disobedience (29 : 1 6-28) 
C. Secret and revealed things (29:29) 
D. Repentance and restoration (30: 1-20) 

i. Future blessing as a spur to present obedience (30: 1-ro) 
ii. God's covenant accessible to all (30: 1 1-14) 
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iii. Choose life so that you may live (3 o: l 5-20) 

4. THE TRANSITION FROM MOSES TO JOSHUA 
(3 1 : 1  - 34: 12) 

A. The threefold \Vitness of law, song, and heaven and earth 

(3 1 : 1  - F47) 
i. Moses to the people, on Joshua's succession (3 1 : 1-8) 

ii. Moses to the Levites, on the 'reading' of the Book of 
the Law (3 1 :9-1 3) 

iii. Yahweh to Moses and Joshua, on the succession and 

song (3 1 : 14-23) 
iv. Moses to the Levites, on the 'deposit' of the Book of 

the Law (3 1 :24-29) 
v. Moses to the people, about the song (3 r : 3 0) 

B. Moses' Song of Witness (32: 1-43 ,  44-47) 
C. Moses prepares for death and blesses the people 

(32:48 - 3 3 :29) 

i. Moses commanded to ascend Mount Nebo (32:48-52) 
ii. The blessing of Moses (3 p-29) 

D. The death of Moses (34: 1-1 2) 

COMMENTARY 

r .  F IRS T ADDRES S OF MOSES : RETROS PECT 
- WHAT GOD HAS DONE ( r : r  - 4 : 4 3 ) 

A. General introduction: setting the scene (1:1-5) 

Context 
The opening five verses build a dynamic relationship between the 
two major vantage points of Moab (present) and Horeb (past) ,  
relating to the law God had given to Moses. Deuteronomy has been 
aptly described as a book 'on the boundary', which addresses the 
possibilities of life 'beyond the Jordan' as dependent upon acknow­
ledging Yahweh's supremacy and the keeping of the law (Vogt, 2006). 

Comment 
l-2. The opening verses present a concentric structure to intro­

duce the book's main purpose as the words Moses spoke to all Israel in 

the desert east of the Jordan (v. l) : 

A These are the words Moses spoke (v. r a) 

B East of the Jordan (v. l b) 
C Eleven dqys' journey from Horeb (v. 2a) 
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D },foses proclaimed to the Israelites al! that Yahweh had commanded 
him (v. 3 b) 
C' After he had defeated Sihon and Og (v. 4) 
B' East of the Jordan (\: p) 

A' Moses began to expound this !aw (v. 5 b) 

This structure highlights the movement from verse l a  to verse 3b  
at  the centre (Yahweh's words to Moses), concluding with verse 5 b. 

It also anticipates the prophetic authority of Moses at the centre 

(1 8 : 1 7-22) and outer frame of the book (34: 1 0-1 2), authenticating 
his own words and serving as a model for all true and future 
prophets as exponents of Yahweh's words alone. 

The words opposite Suph (v. l b; c£ v. 5 a )  may describe the Arabah 
east of Jordan, which extends from lower Paran northwards to the 
plains of Moab (cf. v. 2) . The reference to eleven days' could also be 
a vivid reminder to Israel that a journey that should have taken them 
eleven days had already lastedfarryyears ( 1 : 3 ,  46; 2 : 1 ,  14) ·  This judg­
ment was originally proclaimed at Kadesh Barnea (Num. 14 : 34r 
Further opportunities for taking the land should not be squandered, 
nor the debacle of Kadesh repeated. 

3-4. Rebellion had delayed the promise's realization until the 
.fortieth year after the exodus from Egypt (Num. 14: 34) .  Moses then 
spoke to the Israelites a!! that Yahweh had commanded him (v. 3 b; c£ 
29: 1-1 5 [ET] ; MT 28 :69 - 29: 14) .  A second historical context is fixed 
by reference to the defeat of Sihon king of the Amorites and Og 
king of Bashan (v. 4; c£ Num. 2 1 : 2 1-3 5 ) .  These victories validate 
Israel's claim to certain territories east of the Jordan (Clements l 99 2: 
293), and show that an obedient Israel can also win great victories 
west of the Jordan. Moreover, the reference to after the Lord had 
defeated Sihon and Og (v. 4) would commend Torah obedience on 
the exodus model (Exod. 20:2; Deut. 5 :6). 

5. 'Beyond' (NRSV) or east (wv) of the Jordan is here defined as 
in the territory of Moab (v. 5 a) .  This is supported by 29:1 [ET, :\IT 28:69] 
and 34: 1 ,  5 ,  6,  8. Began (v. 5 b) forms a unifying bracket with finished 

l .  Agreeing with the narratives of modern travellers for this road (Driver 

1 996: 5) .  
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in 3 2 :4 5 ,  relating to Moab. Further, Moses sought to make 'this law 

clear' (v. 5 b). The phrase this law (t6rd) is best understood as 'teaching' 

or 'instruction', relating to both law and narrative sections within 
Deuteronomy, and is understood theologically as this covenant at 29:9, 

in parallel with this law at l :  5 b. But what does it mean to make this 
(t6rd ) 'clear' (Heb. be'ei')? Most probably it initially means expos­

ition for a new situation (Driver l 996: 8) , but at the structural level, 
it may indicate the movement from oral exposition ( l :  5 b) to that of 
written tradition (2T8) .2 Here in verse 5 b, Moses seeks to accomplish 

in speech what is accomplished at 2T8 in writing, in order to make the 
instruction accessible and clear. 

Meaning 
The opening phrase These are the words (also the opening words of 

Ancient Near Eastern treaties) 3 introduces the book's most import­
ant idea. The character of the word is gradually refined as all that the 

Lord had commanded Moses the prophet (cf. 1 8 : 1 7-22;  34: 1 0-1 2) 
concerning Israel at the centre of the chiastic structure (v. 3 b) , finally 
leading to the exposition of this law (Torah) at verse 5 b (cf. 27:8) .  

Within Deuteronomy, the word i s  God's authoritative word, in 
which the 'ten words' (commandments) at 5 :6-21 provide the blue­
print for the other narratives and laws (chs. l 2 - 26) . Thus a connec­
tion is forged between Horeb and Moab, in the fortieth year, qfterthe 
Lord had defeated Sihon and Og (v. 4) . But this !aw was not just 
information. It was to be taught to each generation (6:20-2 5 ) ,  so 
that Israel might know how to live before the Lord within the land. 
As such, it stands as a witness against Israel's rebellious and idola­

trous nature, both before and after Moses' death (3 l :24-29). 

2. Implying public reading and accessibility of Torah (c£ Hammurabi's 

Law Code, ANET, 1 78). 

3. See A1\fET, 203-20 5 .  
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B. Historical retrospect and prospect: God's mighty acts 
between Horeb and Beth Peor (1:6 - 3:29) 

Context 
:Moses begins his long discourse by 'retelling' a story already known. 
A review of Israel's history runs from their departure from Mount 
Horeb/Sinai (1 :6) to their arrival in the plains of Moab near Beth 
Peor (3 : 29) . The promise of 1 :6-8 had been spoken forty years 
earlier. Why had Israel failed to enter the Promised Land? What had 
gone wrong for both Moses and Israel? What could the hearers do 
now to ensure the fulfilment of that promise? These are the issues 
that Moses addresses in this section. 

Comment 

z: At Horeb (r:6-8) 
6-8. The LORD our God The combination of the covenant name 

'Yahweh' and our/your God occurs frequently in Deuteronomy, 
which also speaks of a close relationship between God and his 
covenant people (Thompson l 97 4: 84) . The expression said to us at 
Horeb (4: r o, l 5 )  anticipates the identification of successive gener­
ations with the covenant ( 5  :2-3) .  The people had stayed long enough 
at this mountain (approximately eleven months to a year; Exod. 
1 9 : 1 ;  Num. ro : 1  l ) .  The purpose for Israel being brought to Sinai 
was now complete. It was time to move on. Why? Because the 
focus of Moses' exhortation in Deuteronomy is the promise of 
land (v. 8), not liberation (Barker 1 998 :  8) . However, at this point 
the command to move on introduces a plot of disobedience and 
failure, but in 2: 3 it will introduce a plot of obedience and success. 
This will signal the conclusion of the wilderness wandering (Wright 
1 996: 24) . 

7. The command from Yahweh was to break camp and advance 
into the hill country ef the Amorites (v. 7) . This probably refers to the 
central mountain region running north to south, later occupied by 
the two kingdoms of Judah and Israel (Gen. l p6;Josh. 7:7; ro : 1 5 ) .  
However, Amorite may also have been representative of a mixed 
group of people living in different areas, including the Transjordan 
(1 :4) ,  as well as the hill country (Num. 1 3 : 29) . The term Canaanites 
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in both passages seemingly refers to the peoples o f  the coastal area 
in particular, as well as along the Jordan. 

8. Finally, verse 8 introduces the campaign of chapters l - 3 as 

one guaranteed by long-standing divine promise. The expression 
See, I have given you this land is a formula which speaks of a legal 

transfer (or divine grant) from Yahweh to the recipient, Israel 
(l\elson 2002: 14) .  The land is both (a) divine gift and (b) divinely 
owned, but must still be taken and possessed (cf. v. 21 ) .  

ii. Organization of the people (r:crr8) 

This section intervenes between the command to proceed from 
Mount Horeb (vv. 6-8) and its fulfilment in verse l 9, finally arriving 
at Kadesh Barnea. Some scholars therefore see this passage as an 
intrusion between these points (Weinfeld 199 1 :  1 3 9) .  But its place 
here may be suggested by its important link with Sinai (Exod. l 8: l 3-
26; cf. Num. r r : 1 0-17). Further, verses 9-1 8 address  the progeny 
aspect of the promise, following the order of Genesis 1 2: 1-2.  
Finally, this section reflects different aspects of the tradition in 
Exodus 1 8  and Numbers l l ,  as Moses initiates a change in leader­
ship necessitated by the rigours of the wilderness journey and life 
without him in the land (cf. 1 6 : 1 8-20; lT8-13) .  

9. At that time (vv. 9, l 6, l 8)  is  a general time reference, covering 
the whole period at Horeb (vv. 6, 1 9; c£ Exod. l 8 : 1 3-26) . /said to you 
(pl.) makes the present generation part of history, bearing the 
burden and legacy of their ancestors (c£ 5 :2; 6 : 1-2). You are too heat!)! 
a burden far me to carry alone. This language is found at Numbers l l :  14, 
even though Exodus 1 8 : 1 3-26 is being followed (Driver 1996:  1 8) .  
The Exodus l 8 context best suits the judicial application of these 
words. The reason for Moses' words in verse 9 is then expanded in 
verses 1 0-1 2. 

10-13. The LORD your God (v. r o) occurs almost 3 00 times in 
Deuteronomy, and breaks the title the Lord our God at verses 6 and l 9. 
The first usage in this section (vv. 9-1 8) might highlight the reality 
of future life without Moses, as well as the people's need to assume 
greater responsibility for their life with God. 

The problem did not lie in the population growth itself (v. ro) ,  
since this confirms God's faithfulness to the promise made with 
Abraham (Gen. 1 5 : 5 ;  22: 1 7; 26:4; Deut. r o:22; 26: 5 ) .  Moses even 
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expresses the personal desire that the Lord would increase )'OU a thou­
sand times (\-. l l ) .  This is extravagant language, as is as man)' as the stars 
in the s�y (v� 1 0) .  I'\evertheless, the numerical blessing introduced its 
own practical problems in administration. ::\foses spells this out in 
terms of your problems . . .  burdens . . .  disputes (v. l 2) . However, in the 
present context, the disputes or disputations take on a 'legal' conno­
tation, pointing specifically to the need for judges. 

13 .  Moses now urges the people to select leaders from among 
their tribes (v. 1 3) ,  something not reported in Exodus or I\ umbers. 
A further peculiarity of Deuteronomy is its threefold criteria for lead­
ership, with the emphasis on wisdom (c£ Exod. 1 8 :21) .  The people are 
to choose wise, understanding and respected leaders. The first two terms 
are also linked to the nation keeping the teachings and laws at 4: 5-
6. The third term respected derives from a verb meaning 'to know'. 
The chosen leaders must have the community's publicly acknowl­
edged respect. They would be appointed as Israel's leaders (ro'ffm), 
which in verse l 6 becomes Israel's judges (fopetfm) (Wright l 996:  
26). 

r4-r5 .  Israel agrees (v. 14), declaring that Moses' plan was good (c£ 
5 :28 ;  1 8 : 1 7) .  Within verses 1 5- 1 6, three terms are used for leaders 
in Israel whose function is both military and civil. The commanders 
(.farim) are primarily military officers here, but the term is also used 
of civil officers entrusted with supervising work forces. Later it 
describes princes and court officials. The officials (foterfm) were 
subordinate civil officers, who probably exercised secretarial s kills 
and assisted judges and other higher ranks of officialdom ( l 6: l 8 ;  
cf. 20: 5 ,  9) . The judges (fopetfm) i n  verse 1 6  were responsible for 
administering justice, and therefore came under the highest moral 
scrutiny in the Ancient Near Eastern world, and in Israel. 

16-18. The role of judge is detailed here (vv. 1 6-1 7) ,  both in the 
interests of social justice and as a charter for future generations. 
Charged (v. 1 6) probably reflects appointment by oath, as practised 
in the Ancient Near East (Weinfeld 1 99 1 :  1 3 8) . An alien (v. 1 6b) could 
be someone residing with the Israelites, to be treated as a brother 
(v. l 6a) .  Though not equal in all respects to the Israelites, aliens were 
to be treated equally in law. The Israelites had been aliens in Egypt, 
therefore they should love the alien as the Lord had loved them 
(Deut. 1 0 : 1 7-20). In summary, three aspects of the judges' duty are 

D E C T E R 0 '-: 0 \! Y I : I - 4 : 4 3 

mentioned in verses 1 6-1 7:  (a) They are to judgefair{y (v. 1 6) .  (b) 
They must not show partiality· within the judicial process (v. 1 7a) . 

The Hebrew idiom (lo' takkirit panim) translated do not show partiality 
(lit. 'do not regard faces') is found only in Deuteronomy and 

Proverbs (24:2 3; 28 :21 ) .The judge must hear both small (emphatic in 
the Hebrew) and great alike. (c) Finally, the text exhorts them 'not 
to be afraid of the face of a man' (v. 1 7b) . 

iii. From Horeb to Kadesh Barnea (r:rcr46) 
The section summarizes events in Numbers 1 3  and 14. Verses 1 9-
21 take us back to verses 7-8, where the command for departure 
was given, including the journey to the hill country of the Amorites, 
and the encouragement to take possession of the Promised Land. 
Moses covers the trip from Horeb to Kadesh Barnea at the edge of 
the Promised Land in one sentence (v. 1 9), including the descrip­
tion that it was a vast and drea4ful desert (c£ 8 : 1 5 ;  3 2 : 1 0) .  The text there­
fore indicates that the journey could have been quite simple (in spite 
of its potential difficulties and dangers) , taking only eleven days (v. 
2), but it ended up taking forty years. 

2r .  The gift of the land is both promise (has given) and divine 
command to act (go up) .  Moses now speaks in the singular to each 
Israelite about the land (told you) , and encourages them with the 
words: Do not be efraid; do not be discouraged (3 1 : 8 ;  cf. Josh. 1 :9; 8 : 1 ;  also 

Deut. 1 : 29; 7 : 2 1 ;  20: 3 ;  3 1 :6). 
22-2 3 .  Then all of you came to me and said . . . The idea seemed good to 

me (vv. 2 2-2 3) .  This presentation of the spies' account differs from 
Numbers, where God gives the command to explore the land of 
Canaan (Num. 1 3 : 1-3) .  Deuteronomy mqy suggest that the people 
were blameworthy in their adoption of the plan (cf. v. r 3),  especially 
in the irony of verse 2 2  (Let us send men ahead) immediately after 
Moses' words to them not to be afraid or discouraged (v. 2 1 ) .  This 
theme is repeated in verses 29-3 3 ,  where the people are reminded 
that they need not be efraid, because the Lord God himself goes 
ahead of the people to prepare the way. 

24-25.  While Numbers relates how the spies travelled throughout 
the land (Num. 1 3 : 2 1) ,  our passage (v. 24) focuses on the excursion 
to the Vallry of Eschol (lit. 'bunch of grapes'), probably near Hebron 
(cf. Num. 1 3 : 2 2-24) . The spies' report is entirely positive. It is a good 
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mentioned in verses 1 6-1 7:  (a) They are to judgefair{y (v. 1 6) .  (b) 
They must not show partiality· within the judicial process (v. 1 7a) . 
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land that the LORD our God is giving us (v. 25) .  In passing over the spies' 
negative report (?'um. 13:28-29) , Deuteronomy stresses that God 
can be trusted (Num. 13:27) . Readers thus expect a positive 
response, since the negative elements in the spies' report are not 
revealed until verse 28. 

26-33.  The response to the positive report is totally unexpected, 
and is summed up as rebellion (v. 26; cf. Kum. 14:9) . The story is 
recorded more fully in Numbers 13:26 - 14: 10 ,  but the negative 
tenor of the spies' report is summarized in verse 28 (cf. Num. 13:31-
3 3). The response of the people was that The LORD hates us (v. 27), 
claiming that their destruction was the reason for the exodus. In 
covenant terms, this speaks of non-election (7:7-12) .  But Moses 
reminds the people of the opposite truth: But it was because the LORD 
loved you and kept the oath he swore to your ancestors that he brought you out 
with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power 
of Pharaoh king of Egypt (emphasis added; 4:37-38; 7:8) . This love 
would continue within the Promised Land, in both bountiful provi­
sion and victorv over its inhabitants (7: 1 2-16) .  Further, the expres0 
sion to lose heart (v. 28) occurs commonly in holy war contexts, 
particularly with reference to the Lord's enemies who are terrified 
at his coming. Merrill ( l 994: 78) points out: 'Ironic indeed is that 
Israel, on the verge of conquest as the army of the Lord, should 
itself lose heart.' In verse 28, the reasons given for despair are 
twofold: the strength and height of both the people (Anakites; cf. 
Num. 13:31-3 3; Deut. 2: 1 0, 21 ;  9:2) and the large cities with walls up 
to the s-9.4 It might have been the reverse. Fear of Israel could have 
melted the hearts of their enemies (2:25; cf. Josh. 2: I I ; 5 : 1) ,  but 
instead Israel's wilderness generation would experience confusion 
and defeat rather than victory. 

29-33· In verses 29-3 l the Lord uses the language of both encour­
agement and holy war (or Yahweh war) with the injunction: Do not be 
terrified; do not be afraid of them (v. 29; c£ v. 21). The Lord would go 
before the people (v. 30; c£ v. 22) and fight for them (c£ v. 4), as he did 
in the exodus and the wilderness. In fact, during the exodus the people 
had believed in God (Exod. 14:31) .  The Lord had carried Israel as a 

4. See Hansen (zoo3 :  r-3) for Late Bronze (1480-1390 BC) witness. 
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father carries his son, all the wqyyou went until you reached this place (v. 3 l) . In 
Egypt, the Lord had referred to Israel as his firstborn son (Exod. 4:22). 
Such familial language was common in ancient treaty texts, where the 
covenant-maker would be 'father' and the receiver 'son' 0\{cCarthy 
l 96 5: 144-14 7) . Despite their experience, the people chose not to trust 

(or make themselves secure) in the Lord (v. 32) 
34-40. The scene shifts from Moses to Yahweh (v. 34). It is 

directly related to verse 28, as though Moses had never spoken 
(Nelson 2002: 29). Now Yahweh swears a counter-oath to the one 
sworn to the ancestors (1 :8). None of this evil generation would see the 
promise fulfilled, except Caleb (v. 36), Joshua (v. 38) , and the little ones 
that you said would be taken captive. They had been innocent in rebel­
lion, having no knowledge of good or evil (v. 39; c£ Gen. 2:9, 17; 3 : 1-24; 
Num. 14:29). This was a judgment upon Israel's rebellion (vv. 26-28, 
32). Moses' own exclusion at verse 37, in which he blames the people 
as well, probably refers to the smiting of the rock in Numbers 20: 10-
13 (cf. Deut. 32: 51) .  The rebels had to leave Kadesh Barnea and set 
out for the Red Sea5 (v. 40; cf. 2 : 1 ;  Num. 14:25), that is, in a backward 
south-easterly direction toward the gulf of Elath or Aqaba. 

41-43 . In these verses, Israel moves from the disobedience of 
inaction to the disobedience of self-chosen action (Nelson 2002: 
30) . A real sense of irony and parody informs the section. Israel 
would learn that it is not always possible to recoup an opportunity 
lost by unbelief (Thompson 1974: 89; c£ Luke 9: 57-62; Eph. p 5-
17) .  Then you replied, We have sinned against the LoRD (v. 41 ;  c£ Num. 
14:39-4 5) . This confession of sin is the only one recorded in 
Deuteronomy. Further, there is a resolution to go up and fight in 
obedience to God's original command (vv. 41 and 43), which frames 
God's command not to go up in verse 42. In fact, Israel thought that 
it would be an easy (or a trifling thing) to go up to the hill country 
(v. 41) ,  but this was simply the sin of presumption. 

42. The crucial development in this section is that the Lord is not 
in their midst (v. 42), an idea that is important to Exodus 32 - 34 and 
Numbers 14. Because the Lord would not go with them (v. 42), they 
rebelled against him in finally going up (v. 43; cf. v. 26). Whereas 

5. Heb. = Yam Suph or Sea of Reeds. 
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5. Heb. = Yam Suph or Sea of Reeds. 
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before it was rebellion not to go up, now it is rebellion to go. 
;\kConville (200 2: 73)  points out that the logic of holy war is 
reversed, with the Amorites delivering a humiliating and costly blow 
to disobedient Israel. 

44-46. Hormah (a Canaanite town in the Negev) carries an inter­
esting echo of the idea of berem, the ban of destruction that Israel 
was to apply to the Canaanites (v. 44) .  There is irony in a defeated 
Israel fleeing to a place whose name suggested annihilation. The 
people return and weep before the Lord (v. 4 5 a) . But the Lord paid no 
attention, and turned a deef ear (v. 4 5 b) . Finally, the story is frozen at 
Kadesh (v. 46), involving long years (lit. 'many days according to the 
days that you remained there'). Progress towards the land is stopped 
by a retreat southward (2: 1 ) .  

Meaning 
The movement from Horeb towards the Promised Land is driven 
by the promise which the Lord swore on oath to the Patriarchs, as 
something both given, and yet also to be entered and taken ( l :6-8) � 
But in the meantime, the first sign of the fulfilment of this promise 
is the progef!Y that necessitated the appointment of various leaders 
and judges to judge the people fairly, reflecting God's own character 
( l :9-1 8) and Deuteronomy's emphasis on justice. Following this, 
the story of the spies' account ( 1 : 1 9-46) from Numbers 1 3  - q is 
rewritten to highlight the people's sin in not advancing directly into 
the southern Judean hill country. Instead, the people chose to 'test 
the waters' by sending spies ahead of them, who return with only a 
positive report of thegoodland (1 : 2 5 ;  c£ Num. 1 3 : 27-29) . One there­
fore expects that Israel would trust God, and go up and possess the 
land. But unexpectedly, Israel resorted to false accusation ( l :  2 7) and 
fear relating to negative reports about the tall people and cities of 
Canaan ( 1 : 2 8) ,  refusing to learn the lessons of God's care for them 
in the past (1 :29-3 3) .  Therefore, the Lord swore an oath that they 
would not enter the good land, thus reversing the sworn oath given 
to the Patriarchs at 1 :8 .  Only Joshua and Caleb, and the perceived at 
risk children of the wilderness generation would possess the land 
(1 : 3 4-40) . A prompt obedience was required, but not given. Then, 
when they presumptuously sought to go up and fight, not only was 
this without God's presence (1 :42), but the Amorites chased them all 
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the way to Hormah (suggesting a reverse 'destruction' for Israel!) . 
The journey to the Promised Land is 'frozen' at Kadesh (1 :46) , 
leading eventually to retreat ( 2: l) . 

iv. The journey through the hill country of Seir and Transjordan 

(2:r-25) 

Context 
After thirty-eight years (c£ 2 : 14) ,  the people of Israel (2: 1) take up 
the delayed command of l :40 to depart from Kadesh Barnea. This 
would involve a circuitous journey through the hill country of Seir 
(Edom) , and then to the upper reaches of the Transjordan, culmin­
ating in victories which would place certain areas to the east of the 
Jordan river in Israel's hands. While the narrative resembles that of 
Numbers 20 - 24, it is also distinctive at a number of points, as we 
shall see. Thompson ( l 974: 90) suggests that it probably represents 
a different selection of the available facts. But more important is 
the observation that 2:  l - 3: l l brings out a pattern (in five parallel 
panels) that is governed by a dual theological rationale (Wright r 996: 

34) .  The first relates to the sovereignty of Yahweh with regard to 
national migrations and conquests. The second explains why some 
nations (Edom, Moab and Ammon) remained unmolested, while 
the kingdoms of Sihon and Og were dispossessed, becoming a kind 

of firstfruits of the whole land. 

Comment 
r-3. Even though the geographical markers are somewhat obscure, 

it appears that Israel initially set out in a south-easterly direction on the 
road leading from Kadesh Barnea (usually identified as Ain-el 
Qudeirat) to Elath and Ezion Geber at the head of the Gulf of 
Aqaba (Red Sea or Heb. Yam Suph) . But en route, and possibly 
including Kadesh Barnea itself, Israel had spent some time travelling 
around the hill country of Seir. It is probable that this region was on 
the western outskirts of Edomite territory (Thompson 1 974: 90).6 

6. Weinfeld ( r 99 r: r 5 8) notes that hill country of Seir stands for the whole 

land of Seir, which is Edom. 
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2. Then the Lord said to me. There may be some sigrij ficance in the 
fact that this particular formula occurs seven times in Deuteronomy 
l - 3 (1 :42; 2 :2,  9, 1 7, 3 1 ; 3 : 2, 26) . Each instance adds a prophetic 
dimension to the stories in which each move follows a divine 
command (\X?einfeld l 9 9  l :  l 5 8) .  But more importantly, each of 
these formulae relates to the theme of land possession. At the 
circumference are identical negative commands given to both Israel 
(1 :42) and Moses ( 3 : 26) , relating to the right of entrance into the 
land. The middle occurrence (2: 1 7) also marks an important nega­
tive turning point in the development of this theme, to which we 
will return shortly. 

3 .  The language of verse 3 ,  You have made your wqy around this hill 
country long enough; now turn north, recalls the words and the original 
delayed intent of l :6-8 . Now the direction to the Promised Land 
would take a different route, finally reaching the upper reaches of 
the Transjordan east of the Dead Sea and the Jordan river (cf. v. 8; 
Num. 3 3 :42) . 

4-8. The witness of these verses is that Israel would begin to pass 
through the territory of the hill country of Seit (Edom), belonging to 
your brothers, the descendants of Esau, as suggested above. In Numbers 
20: 14-2 1 ,  we learn of Edom's refusal to allow Israel to pass through 
her land while Israel was stationed at Kadesh Barnea. A request was 
made by Moses to the king of Edom (presumably nearby) to allow 
passage through their territory using the King's Highway. In terms 
of proximity to Kadesh, this may well have referred to an ancient 
route passing through the Negev's Central Highlands that connects 
the site of Kadesh Barnea to Wadi Arabah, known in Arabic as the 
'Darb es-Sultan', which literally means 'Way of the King' (Glueck 
1 9 5 9: 228-229). 

4-5 . By omitting the hostility and rejection of the king of Edom 
in the Numbers account, verse 4 seeks to highlight the claims of 
kinship with the phrase descendants of Esau (cf. Gen. 3 6: 1-8 ; Num. 
20: 1 4: This is what your brother Israel sqys) . Thry will be efraid of you, but 
be very careful (cf. Exod. l p 5 )  may well be reflected at Numbers 
20: 2ob, when Edom came out against Israel with a large and 
powerful army, but evidently without any confrontation (contrast 
Sihon who did engage Israel in war at Num. 2 1 :23 ) .  This may indi­
cate Deuteronomy's desire to compare the fates of the five nations 
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(e.g. favourable to Edom, ::\foab and Ammon, but not so to Sihon 
and Og) (W"right 1 996:  3 5) .  But more to the point, it underlines 
Deuteronomy's theological interpretation of history in terms of 
Yahweh's sovereignty and gracious will in apportioning land to 
different people, beginning with Esau (v. 5 b; cf. vv. 9, l 9) . At a later 

date, Edom was thought of with more enmity (cf. Amos 1 : 1 1-1 2 ;  

Jer. 49:7-2 2; Obad. 8-2 1 ) .  
6.  C£ Moses' words at Numbers 20: 1 4-2 l relating to the payment 

for water only. Here, the Lord7 commands Moses and Israel to pay 
in silver for food and water. Its presence in this abbreviated account 
of Deuteronomy may be a strong clue to its historical reality (c£ vv. 

26-30). 

7. This recalls the theology of nurture (1 : 3 1) over a forty-year 
wilderness period ( 1 : 3 ;  cf. Num. �4: 3 3-34) .  Nelson (2002: 3 8) help­
fully suggests that the verse may have served a twofold purpose: 
first to counteract any impression that purchasing supplies (v. 6) 
would contradict Yahweh's wilderness providence, and also to moti­
vate the trust Israel would need to enter this potentially risky situ­
ation. Support for this twin proposal begins with the recognition 
that the Lord your God has blessed you in all the work of your hands (v. 

7a) , as well as watched overyourjournry through this vast desert (v. 7b). 
There is a parallel in the second half of the verse with the forty 
years in which the Lord your God has been with you (v. 7c), and you 
have not lacked atrything (v. 7d). This cumulative confession would 
therefore inspire the confidence needed here as well. 

8. The exact meaning of we went on past our brothers . . .  we turned from 
the Arabah road, which comes up from Elath and Ezion Geber, and travelled 
along the desert road of Moab is not entirely clear. Mayes (1979:  1 3 6) 
plausibly argues that the clue to verse 8 remains with the LXX, which 
he says undoubtedly preserves the original reading for this verse. 
On the other hand, the MT of verse 8 is derived from Numbers 
20: 2 1 ,  which also appears to conflict with verses 4-6. 

9. Moab, the next border country to the north, was not to be 
conquered either, simply because Yahweh had given Ar to the descend­
ants of Lot as a possession. The meaning of Ar appears to relate to 

7. Craigie supports Moses (1 976: rn8) .  
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(e.g. favourable to Edom, ::\foab and Ammon, but not so to Sihon 
and Og) (W"right 1 996:  3 5) .  But more to the point, it underlines 
Deuteronomy's theological interpretation of history in terms of 
Yahweh's sovereignty and gracious will in apportioning land to 
different people, beginning with Esau (v. 5 b; cf. vv. 9, l 9) . At a later 

date, Edom was thought of with more enmity (cf. Amos 1 : 1 1-1 2 ;  

Jer. 49:7-2 2; Obad. 8-2 1 ) .  
6.  C£ Moses' words at Numbers 20: 1 4-2 l relating to the payment 

for water only. Here, the Lord7 commands Moses and Israel to pay 
in silver for food and water. Its presence in this abbreviated account 
of Deuteronomy may be a strong clue to its historical reality (c£ vv. 

26-30). 

7. This recalls the theology of nurture (1 : 3 1) over a forty-year 
wilderness period ( 1 : 3 ;  cf. Num. �4: 3 3-34) .  Nelson (2002: 3 8) help­
fully suggests that the verse may have served a twofold purpose: 
first to counteract any impression that purchasing supplies (v. 6) 
would contradict Yahweh's wilderness providence, and also to moti­
vate the trust Israel would need to enter this potentially risky situ­
ation. Support for this twin proposal begins with the recognition 
that the Lord your God has blessed you in all the work of your hands (v. 

7a) , as well as watched overyourjournry through this vast desert (v. 7b). 
There is a parallel in the second half of the verse with the forty 
years in which the Lord your God has been with you (v. 7c), and you 
have not lacked atrything (v. 7d). This cumulative confession would 
therefore inspire the confidence needed here as well. 

8. The exact meaning of we went on past our brothers . . .  we turned from 
the Arabah road, which comes up from Elath and Ezion Geber, and travelled 
along the desert road of Moab is not entirely clear. Mayes (1979:  1 3 6) 
plausibly argues that the clue to verse 8 remains with the LXX, which 
he says undoubtedly preserves the original reading for this verse. 
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both the territory of :\foab (nc: 9, 29; cf. Edom's Seir in vv. 5 ,  29) and 
to a specific city or region identified as Israel's crossing point on the 
Amon (\: r 8 ;  cf. :t-\um. 2 1 : 14-r 5 ,  28). This concession is all the more 
remarkable in the light of 2 3 :  3-6. As with Edom, there were ancient 
kinship links between Israel and :\foab, through Lot. However, the 
shortened expression the descendants of Lot indicates a shared kinship 
that is more distant than that expressed to Esau (lit. 'your brothers', 
the descendants of Esau; v. 4), perhaps on the basis of 2 3 : 3-7 [ET] . 

lo-12. The notices of verses ro-r 2 and 20--2 3  appear to be later 
historical notes which have much in common. ( r) Each notice 
follows and further explains: I have given it as a possession to the descend­
ants of Lot (vv. 9b and r 9b) . (2) They each stand between the 
commands of prohibition (vv. 9, 1 9) and forward advance (vv. 1 3 ,  
24), serving as a kind o f  time-bridging device, bypassing the terri­
tories of Moab and the Ammonites. (3) Each section begins in a 
similar way, with the popular name of a local group: Emites (vv. r o­
r r) and Zamzummites (vv. 20-2 ra; cf. Gen. 14: 5 ) ,  both considered as 
Rephaites (cf. Gen. 14: 5 ;  r 5 :  20; Deut. 3 :  r r ,  1 3) ,  and as tall as the­
Anakites. However, it is clear that the Anakites and not the Rephaites 
figure more prominently in the conquest tradition (Deut. 1:28 ;  2 : 10, 
r r ,  2 1 ;  9 :2 ;  Josh. r 1 : 2 1-22; 14: 1 2-r 5 ;  r 5 : 1 3-14; Judg. 1 : 20) . This 
might suggest that the 'Rephaim' or the descendants of Rapha 
Q.egendary heroes or giants, not soldiers devoted to the Semitic deity 
Rapha; Firth 2009: 508) later survived only among the Philistines 
and around Hebron (2 Sam. 2 1 : 1 5-22), after being driven out of the 
Transjordan, their apparent home at this time (3 : 1 3) .  But from an 
early period they were associated with the Anakites because of their 
giant status (v. r r ) . It is therefore possible that there may have also 
been some link between them, because, during the time of Joshua, 
the Anakites themselves were driven out of the hill country of  
Canaan, and were also eventually confined to  the area of the 
Philistines Gosh. r 1 :2 1-22; cf. 2 Sam. 2 1 : 1 5-22) .  (4) Finally, the Lord 
was responsible for helping both the Ammonites and Edomites 
secure their land from the Rephaites and the Horites respectively 
(vv. 20--22) .  Therefore, Israel's possession of the land of Canaan is 
fully justified (v. r 2) , using the same language, and therefore needs 
to be placed within a much larger world-view and context. 

12. Horites. The common identification of this people with the 
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Hurrians is not beyond question, because the latter derive from the 
northern regions of Syria and northern Palestine for some time after 
the middle of the second millennium BC. On the other hand, the 
Old Testament references to the Horites put their centre in Seir and 
do not know them outside this area (cf. Gen. 14:6; 3 6:20--30; Num. 
1 3 : 5 ;  Deut 2 : 1 2, 22;  r Chr. r : 3 8-42) . The expression just as Israel did 

in the land the LoRD gave them as their possession (v. r 2 b) appears to point 
to a date some time after Israel had taken possession of the land 
both east and west of the Jordan (cf. Josh. 1 2: 1-24; 1 3 :3) .  

13-15 .  Now get up and cross the Zered Vallry (v. r 3) .  The Wadi Zered 
is a gorge flowing from east to west into the Arabah8 south of the 
Dead Sea, also marking the northern boundary of Edom and the 
southern extent of Moab. These verses record a turning point in 
the life of Israel. This is achieved through the repetition of the word 
crossed (v. r 3) ,  and by the historical retrospect on the thirty-eight-year 
period in the wilderness (vv. 14-1 5 ) ,  which divides the failed wilder­
ness generation of the past (1 : 3 4-3 5 )  from the successful new 
generation who will replace them ( r :  3 9). The LoRD's hand was against 
them (v. r 5 ) .  Their extinction was not due to natural causes alone, 
but involved the direct action of Yahweh as Divine Warrior. Much 
of the language in verses 14-r 5 is normally used against the enemies 
of Israel: perished . . .  the Lord's hand . . .  against them . . .  completefy elimi­
nated. Scholars therefore speak of the inversion of the 'holy war' 
motif, as well as an 'anti-exodus' motif. 

16-23.  The death of the defeatists (v. r 6) now made it possible 
for a new phase of the journey to begin: Todqy you are to pass ry the 
region of Moab atAr (v. r 8), possibly somewhere in the upper reaches 
of the Wadi Amon (cf. Num. 2 1 :28 ;  see v. 9 above) . This evidently 
placed Israel within the range of  the Ammonites (v. 1 9) ,  but not 
directly in Israel's path, lying to the east of Israel's northern line of  
advance (cf. Num. 2 1 : 24) . Israel's non-harassment o f  the 
Ammonites (v. r 9a) follows the same reason as that given for the 
Moabites (v. 9), not only on the basis of shared ancient kinship links 
(cf. Gen. 1 9 :  36-38), but because the Lord had given it as a possession 

8. Refers to the area of the great Jordan rift valley, both north and south 

of the Dead Sea (Thompson 1974: S r) .  
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commands of prohibition (vv. 9, 1 9) and forward advance (vv. 1 3 ,  
24), serving as a kind o f  time-bridging device, bypassing the terri­
tories of Moab and the Ammonites. (3) Each section begins in a 
similar way, with the popular name of a local group: Emites (vv. r o­
r r) and Zamzummites (vv. 20-2 ra; cf. Gen. 14: 5 ) ,  both considered as 
Rephaites (cf. Gen. 14: 5 ;  r 5 :  20; Deut. 3 :  r r ,  1 3) ,  and as tall as the­
Anakites. However, it is clear that the Anakites and not the Rephaites 
figure more prominently in the conquest tradition (Deut. 1:28 ;  2 : 10, 
r r ,  2 1 ;  9 :2 ;  Josh. r 1 : 2 1-22; 14: 1 2-r 5 ;  r 5 : 1 3-14; Judg. 1 : 20) . This 
might suggest that the 'Rephaim' or the descendants of Rapha 
Q.egendary heroes or giants, not soldiers devoted to the Semitic deity 
Rapha; Firth 2009: 508) later survived only among the Philistines 
and around Hebron (2 Sam. 2 1 : 1 5-22), after being driven out of the 
Transjordan, their apparent home at this time (3 : 1 3) .  But from an 
early period they were associated with the Anakites because of their 
giant status (v. r r ) . It is therefore possible that there may have also 
been some link between them, because, during the time of Joshua, 
the Anakites themselves were driven out of the hill country of  
Canaan, and were also eventually confined to  the area of the 
Philistines Gosh. r 1 :2 1-22; cf. 2 Sam. 2 1 : 1 5-22) .  (4) Finally, the Lord 
was responsible for helping both the Ammonites and Edomites 
secure their land from the Rephaites and the Horites respectively 
(vv. 20--22) .  Therefore, Israel's possession of the land of Canaan is 
fully justified (v. r 2) , using the same language, and therefore needs 
to be placed within a much larger world-view and context. 

12. Horites. The common identification of this people with the 
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Hurrians is not beyond question, because the latter derive from the 
northern regions of Syria and northern Palestine for some time after 
the middle of the second millennium BC. On the other hand, the 
Old Testament references to the Horites put their centre in Seir and 
do not know them outside this area (cf. Gen. 14:6; 3 6:20--30; Num. 
1 3 : 5 ;  Deut 2 : 1 2, 22;  r Chr. r : 3 8-42) . The expression just as Israel did 

in the land the LoRD gave them as their possession (v. r 2 b) appears to point 
to a date some time after Israel had taken possession of the land 
both east and west of the Jordan (cf. Josh. 1 2: 1-24; 1 3 :3) .  

13-15 .  Now get up and cross the Zered Vallry (v. r 3) .  The Wadi Zered 
is a gorge flowing from east to west into the Arabah8 south of the 
Dead Sea, also marking the northern boundary of Edom and the 
southern extent of Moab. These verses record a turning point in 
the life of Israel. This is achieved through the repetition of the word 
crossed (v. r 3) ,  and by the historical retrospect on the thirty-eight-year 
period in the wilderness (vv. 14-1 5 ) ,  which divides the failed wilder­
ness generation of the past (1 : 3 4-3 5 )  from the successful new 
generation who will replace them ( r :  3 9). The LoRD's hand was against 
them (v. r 5 ) .  Their extinction was not due to natural causes alone, 
but involved the direct action of Yahweh as Divine Warrior. Much 
of the language in verses 14-r 5 is normally used against the enemies 
of Israel: perished . . .  the Lord's hand . . .  against them . . .  completefy elimi­
nated. Scholars therefore speak of the inversion of the 'holy war' 
motif, as well as an 'anti-exodus' motif. 
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advance (cf. Num. 2 1 : 24) . Israel's non-harassment o f  the 
Ammonites (v. r 9a) follows the same reason as that given for the 
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8. Refers to the area of the great Jordan rift valley, both north and south 

of the Dead Sea (Thompson 1974: S r) .  
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to the descendants of Lot (v. 1 9b) . The second historical note (vv. 20-
2 3) parallels the first (vv. r o-1 2, see above) . But the new element in 
verses 20-2 3 is the theological interpretation of history, attributing 
the removal of the Zamzummites from before the Ammonites (vv. 
20-2 1),  as well as the removal of the Horites from before the des­
cendants of Esau (v� 2 2) ,  to the direct intervention of Yahweh, the 
Lord of nations. The Moabites (v. 9) appear to be left out of this 
picture, unless the Emites (v. l o) were also removed at the same time 

as the Zamzummites (vv. 20-2 1),  on the basis that both groups were 
considered Rephaites.9 One further puzzling inclusion in verse 2 3 
relates to the territorial gains of the Caphtorites (from Crete) over 
the Avvites, which are not explicitly credited to Yahweh (cf. Amos 
9:7). This may indicate that the territory of the Avvim (associated 
with the Rephaites?) will likewise join the fate of the others, or 
perhaps more likely, the Philistines who destrqyed the Avvim (v. 2 3)  
will be destrqyedby the Lord (vv. 21-22),  and dispossessed by Israelite 
expansion (cf. Josh. l n ;  1 8 : 2 3 ; Jer. 47:4) .  

24-25.  The crossing of the Arnon Gorge (the northern boundary 
of Moab, today identified as the Wadi al-Mawjib) completes the 
journey from the Zered Valley (v. 1 3 ;  cf. Num. 2 1 : 1 0-13). It also marks 

the change from peaceful negotiations to war, and at the same time 
begins to mark the entry of Israel into the Promised Land on the 
eastern side of the Jordan in Transjordan. For the first time, a new 
divine command is directed against the Amorite king, Sihon: Begin to 
take possession of it and engage him in battle (v. 24; cf. v. 3 l) . The Israelites 
needed to pass through this territory in order to cross the Jordan into 
the Promised Land. Further, the command was also supported by a 
promise: This very dqy I will begin to put the terror and fear of you on all the 
nations under heaven (v. 2 5 ;  cf. Exod. l p4-1 6; Josh. 3 :7; 1 0: 1 2) .  The fact 
that Sihon is anAmorite signals that he is fair game for conquest, and 
in defying the divinely induced 'panic' of the nations, Sihon leaves 
himself open to the destruction that follows. The 'dread' of a deity as 
a powerful warrior was often believed to precede a powerful, 
successful army into battle (cf. Exod. l p4-1 5) .  10 

9.  Suggested by Merrill (1 994: 97) . 

I O. See Woods (200 1 :  78-80). 
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]l{eaning 

A major turning point occurs between chapters l and 2. The dom­
inant movement is now forward (2:3 ) ,  picking up from the earlier 
command at l :6-8 . The taking of the land is about to begin, 
although via a different route to that proposed in the first place from 
Kade sh Barn ea ( l :  l 9-2 l) . This new route east of the Dead Sea and 
Jordan will also highlight the sovereignty of God in terms of land 
that the Lord has given to others which the Israelites must not take, 

and land that the Lord has set apart for the Israelites as his holy 

people (7:6) . Also, the distinction between the former failure and 

the new opportunity of success is expressed by the dying out of the 
first generation and the forty-year waiting period (2: 1 4-1 5 ) .  Finally, 
the crossing of the Amon gorge (2: 24-25 )  marks the entry o f  Israel 
into the Promised Land, or at least the part of it in Transjordan. 

v. The conquest of Transjordan (2:26 - pn) 

Context 

A brief account of the main victories that led to the possession o f  
the whole of Transjordan i s  now given (cf. Num. 2 1 : 2 1-3 5 ) .  Two 
Amorite kingdoms occupied these areas: that of Sihon from the 
Wadi Amon to the Wadi Jabbok, and that of Og in Northern Gilead 
and Bashan. This passage also signals ways in which it differs from 
both Numbers 2 1 : 2 1-3 5 and the narrative style of the previous 
encounters with Edom, Moab and Ammon, now suggesting that 
this occasion will be different (McConville 2002: 8 7) .  The main 
differences between these accounts are twofold. First, Deuteronomy 
2: 24-25 anticipates the engagement and defeat o f  Sihon as 
inevitable from the outset, even though Israel's final destination is 
focused as west of the Jordan (2:26-29; 3 :25) .  Secondly, Numbers 21 
says nothing about the ban (Heb. berem; Deut. 2 : 3 4-3 5 ;  3 : 6-7) , 
suggesting that Deuteronomy viewed the conquest of the 
Transjordan in the same way as that of Canaan (i.e. as part of the 
Promised Land; cf. Deut. 3 : 1 8-20; 20: 1 6-1 8) .  

Comment 

26. The negotiations with Sihon king of Heshbon began with a 
diplomatic representation. At the time, the Israelites were in the 
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Transjordan in the same way as that of Canaan (i.e. as part of the 
Promised Land; cf. Deut. 3 : 1 8-20; 20: 1 6-1 8) .  

Comment 

26. The negotiations with Sihon king of Heshbon began with a 
diplomatic representation. At the time, the Israelites were in the 
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desert of Kedemoth, a wilderness region beyond the eastern border of 
:\1oab. Compared v.ith the account in Numbers 20 - 2 l, this account 
is heightened with a number of rhetorical touches. The expression 
offeringpeace (v. 26) may indicate that Moses was attempting to make 
a treaty with Sihon (cf. Deut. 20: 1 0-1 5 ;  2 3 : 3-6; Josh. 9 : 1 5 ;  l Kgs 
p 2) .  

27-30. The terms o f  the proposed agreement are similar to those 
proposed to Edom (Num. 20: 1 4-2 1 ;  cf. 2 1 : 2 1-23) .  'Let me pass 
through' (v. 27a) reflects Numbers 2 1 :22 with the use of the first­

person singular (:\"RSV; cf. �IY = us) . But in Deuteronomy, the 
message to Sihon is heightened with a demand to be allowed to 
purchase food and water (v. 28) . It would appear that Israel's inten­
tions were peaceful at first towards Sihon and the Amorites. This 
may be seen in the manner proposed for passing through (v. 27), as 

well as the precedent of the Edomites and Moabites (v. 29a) ,  and the 
final destination stated as until we cross the Jordan into the land the LORD 
our God is giving us (v. 29b). A further statement is added to Numbers 

2 l :  2 3 at verse 3 o: For the LORD your God had made his spirit stubborn and 

his heart obstinate in order to give him into your hands (cf. Exod. 7: 3 ;  9: l 2; 
10: 1 ,  20, 27; l l : r o; 14:4, 8 ; Josh. l 1 : 20) . These words should not be 
taken to reflect a view of determinism on God's part. Rather, they 
are better understood as commentary upon the interplay between 
the exercise of human free-will and responsibility on the one hand, 
and the divine ordering of the historical process on the other (cf. 
Exod. 8 : 1 5 ,  3 2; 9 : 34) .  

3r.  This verse picks up the language of verse 24, and the promise 
of verses 24-25 is now resumed (Nelson 2002: 47), after the inter­
lude of verses 26-30. It is now time to take up the challenge of l : 8 ,  
2 I .  

32. It is not clear why Sihon should leave the protection o f  his 
fortified posts (especially his capital at Heshbon) in order to engage 
Israel at]ahaz (v. 3 2) ,  identified with Khirbet Medein!Jeh, about l r . 2  
miles (1 8 km) north-east of Kedemoth Qosh. l p 8; 2 1 : 37) at  the edge 
of the desert. I I  The evidence at Numbers 2 1 : 2 3  offers no further 
clue. Perhaps an element of confidence may have been present, as 

r r .  SeeAl\TET, p. 320. 
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Sihon had already experienced military success against the Moabites 

(Num. 21 :16) .  This may also account for his defying the divine 
'panic' at 2: 2 5 .  

33 .  Israel's first victory, which marked the beginning o f  the 

dispossession of the Amorites, can be seen as the proper fulfilment 

of verses 24 and 3 l .  The total defeat of Sihon is ascribed to the 
Lord, who delivered him over to us and we struck him down, together with 

his sons (dynastic hopes) (c£ Num. 2 r : 3 5 with regard to Og only) 

and his people (arll!J). This verse, together with the following verses, 
also stresses the important link between the divine will and action 

and human action. 
34-37. This passage has no parallel in Numbers 2 r .  The formula 

at that time (v. 34) introduces the principle of berem ('ban'), which 
relates to the way in which the holy war was to be carried out. Since 
the victory in such a war was attributed to Yahweh as Divine 
Warrior, all human captives and property thus belonged to him by 
right of conquest. But it is evident that within the context o f  holy 
war, the application of berem ('devotion to destruction' or 'ban') was 
not uniform in theory or practice (cf. Deut. 20: l 0-1 8 ;  Mayes l 979: 

141 ) .  r 2  

36.  The parallel tradition at Numbers 2 l :14 defines the conquered 
area of Sihon more exactly: from the Arnon to the Jabbok. But more 
graphic detail is now added to the description at Numbers 2 1 :24, 
with from Aroer on the rim ef the Arnon Gorge (also LXX and Samaritan 
versions) . By using this fixed-border formula for the first time, 
Deuteronomy points out that Sihon's territory extended as far south 
as the Amon. A further significant observation is that in all this area 
'not one town was too high for us' (following NRSV; c£ NIV = stroniJ. 
The reference is to walled fortresses, which especially related to the 
Late Bronze period (1480-1 390 BC). Again, the victory is ascribed to 
Yahweh, which may be seen as a rebuking answer to the fear of the 
previous generation at 1 : 28 .  Now their offspring discovered that 

height was no hindrance to the hand of God and a people moving 
in obedience (v. 3 7) (Wright 1 996: 3 9) .  

37 .  Clarification i s  given to Numbers 2 1 :24 a s  to why Israel did 

r 2. See Introduction on 'holy war'. 
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not approach the land of the Ammonites. It was not because the 
Ammonite border was fortified, but because of obedience to the 

command of God not to encroach on their territory. This included the 
banks of the Wadi Jabbok marking Amman's west and north border 
(3 :  r 6; Josh. r 2:2),  as well as the hill country east of the plateau that 
Israel had taken from Sihon (3 : r o) . 

3 : 1-r r .  The conquest against King Og follows the pattern of the 
previous Sihon narrative. The account conforms to Numbers 
2 r :  3 3-3 5 closely, in terms of a 'war of Yahweh', but gives more 
detail to the geography of Og's kingdom. 

r-2. We turned and went up ( c£ 'thry' turned and went up; N um. 2 r :  3 3).  
The 'turning and going up' fits the narrative's pattern of the journey 
into the Promised Land ( r :24) .  1 3  Bashan was the land lying north of 
Gilead and the River Yarmuk, as well as north-east of the Sea of 
Galilee. It was bordered by Mount Hermon in the north, Mount 
Hauran to the east, the Sea of Galilee to the west, and the Yarmuk 
region to the south. It was noted for its rich pastureland and forests 
(Isa. 2 : 1 3 ;  Ezek. 2T6; Amos 4: r ;  Mic. 7 : 14). Edrei was a city on the 
southern border of Bashan (cf. 3 : r o) ,  identified with the modern 
town of Dara in Syria near the Jordanian border. Do to him what you 
did to Sihon king ef theAmorites (v. 2) . As king of anAmorite nation (v. 
8 ;  cf. r : 20), Og was subject to the same policy of extermination as 
was Sihon. Therefore Moses should not fear him (cf. r :2r) ,  for I have 
handed him over to you (for use of the prophetic perfect see comment 
on 2:24; cf. r : 2r) .  

3-7. The language of Og's defeat in these verses parallels that of 
Sihon's in 2 : 3 3-36, except that oddly there is no mention of Og's 
sons, though these are mentioned at Numbers 2 1 : 3 5  (cf. 2 : 3 3) .  

Again, the geographical extent o f  the region taken i s  specified, 
involving sixty cities - the whole region of Argob, Og's kingdom in 
Bashan (v. 4; c£ r Kgs 4: 1 3 ) .  Argob was originally thought to be a 
district in the eastern area of Bashan, extending as far as the desert. 
It was clearly well populated, fortified and urbanized (v. 5 ;  cf. vv. 

1 3-14) .  But, as with the cities and peoples of Sihon, we complete!J 
destrqyed them (v. 6; Heb. berem; c£ 2: 3 4), indicating the Lord's involve-

1 3 .  So with McConville (2002: 88) .  
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ment from beginning to end. Also, as with Sihon, all the livestock 

and plunder from the cities were kept for their own use (v. 7) . 

8-r r .  This section provides a summary or catalogue of the land 
taken by conquest from Sihon and Og east of the Jordan (2:24 - 3 :7) . 
Both kings are identified as Amo rites, thus justifying the execution o f  
total destruction (Heb. berem) and all its consequences. The extent 

of the territory taken is described as from the Arnon Gorge as far as 
iWount Hermon (v. 8; c£ Josh. r 2: r ) .  Two supplementary comments 
are included (vv. 9, r r ), which appear to be later comments on the 

original verses 8 and ro.  
8. East ef the Jordan ('\'IV) or 'beyond the Jordan' (NRSV) . This 

expression need not assume an original perspective of author and 
reader from the western side of the Jordan as verses 20 and 2 5 testify 

(see comment on r : 5) .  
9 .  Mount Hermon was called Sirion (cf. Ps. 29:6) by the Sidonians 

or Canaanites, also found in Egyptian, Hittite and Ugaritic texts 
(Walton and Matthews 1 997: 223 ) .  The Amorites used the name 
Senir (c£ r Chr. p 3 ;  Song 4:8;  Ezek. 2n), although it would appear 

that in the first two texts Senir and Hermon are not identical. One 
solution would be to consider all three names as different peaks in 
the same range of mountains in Anti-Lebanon. 14 

ro. In the total campaign, all the cities on the plateau (mffoi'), or the 

elevated plateau between the river Amon in the south and Wadi 
Heshbon in the north (c£ 4:43; Josh. r 3 :9, r 6, r 7, 2 r ; Jer. 48 :8 ,  2r),  

all Gilead (the mountainous area north of the plateau up to the 
Yarmuk, divided by the Jabbok) , and all Bashan as far as Salecah and 
Edrei (both places marking the southern border of Bashan, with 
Salecah in the east, and Edrei in the west) were taken. 

r r. In this archaeological note, Og is pictured as a giant, requiring 
a huge bed that had to be made of iron in order to bear his weight. 
For this reason, it would have been considered a remarkable piece 
for the Late Bronze period (second millennium BC), when iron was 

considered to be precious, as with the term iron chariots Qosh. q:r6, 

r 8; Judg. r : r 9; 4: 3 ,  r 3 ) .  In the Iron Age of the first millennium BC, 
one did not mention that chariots (or beds) were made of iron, as 

14· So Mayes ( 1979:  144), and Weinfeld (199 1 :  1 83) .  
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14· So Mayes ( 1979:  144), and Weinfeld (199 1 :  1 83) .  
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this was understood. 1 5 The bed was about thirteen and a half feet 
long and six feet wide. This may also relate to Og being the last of 
the Rephaim, or giants, who are now associated with the world of 
the dead (cf. Isa. 14:9). Finally, the reference to the Ammonite city of 
Rabbah might place this note as late as the time of David, when 
Rabbah was the capital of Ammon. 

Meaning 
This section highlights the importance of God's sovereignty and 
power in delivering the kingdoms of Sihon and Og, identified as 
Amorites, into the hands of the Israelites. Compared with Numbers 
2 1 : 2 1-3 5 ,  Deuteronomy makes two distinctive points. First, 
Deuteronomy anticipates the engagement and defeat of Sihon as 
inevitable from the outset in exodus terms. Secondly, Numbers 2 1  
says nothing about the ban (Heb. berem; Deut. 2 : 34-3 5 ;  3 :6-7), 
suggesting that Deuteronomy viewed the conquest of the 
Transjordan in the same way as that of Canaan, as part of the 
Promised Land (cf. Deut. 3 : 1 8-20; 20: 1 6-1 8). Also, the defeat of · 
Sihon and Og would become programmatic and an encouragement 
for Israel's taking of the land west of the Jordan. 

vz: The distribution of land to the Transjordan tribes (J:I2-I7) 

Context 
Moses was allowed to witness and direct the start of the conquest 
on the eastern side of the Jordan, and he supervised the first distri­
bution of the land (Num. p: 1-42; Josh. q : 8-3 3 ;  cf. Josh. 1 2: 1-6) . 
According to 3 :  l 2, the tribes of Reuben and Gad were allotted the 
kingdom of Sihon between the Wadis Amon and Jabbok, including 
half of the hill country of Gilead (south of the Jabbok) , as well as 
a narrow strip of land along the Jordan valley (the Arabah) above the 
Jabbok as far as the Sea of Galilee. Then in p3  the half-tribe of 
Manasseh received the other half of Gilead (north of the Jabbok) , 
along with all Bashan. The differences reflected in the allocation of 
this land in Joshua 1 3 : 8-3 3 and Numbers p: 1-42 may be simply a 

l j . Weinfeld ( 199 1 :  1 84). 
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case of the way in which things gradually unfolded from the time of 
::Vfoses to that of Joshua and beyond. In the meantime, Deu­

teronomy gives us its own idealized and expansive version of the 
conquest of the land east of the Jordan to this dqy (v. 14; cf. 2:22). 

Comment 
l2-13b. Reuben and Gad share the southern half of the 

Transjordan called the plateau (v. l o) , described as the territory north of 
Aroer ry the Arnon Gorge (see comments on vv. 3-7), as well as half 
of the hill country of Gilead. The boundaries between Gad and 
Reuben, recorded in Joshua 1 3 : 1 5-28, are not mentioned here (cf. 
Num. p:34-38).  The half-tribe of Manasseh then received the rest 
of Gilead and all Bashan north of the Jabbok. 

l 3 b-14. A parenthetical note appears at verses l 3b-14, relating to 
the territory of Og, or otherwise the whole region of Argob in Bashan 
(see comments on v. 4) , given to the half-tribe of Manasseh. This 
region used to be known as a land of the Rephaites (v. r 3b; cf. 2 :1  r ,  
20), o r  people o f  giant stature. A further geographical note is intro­
duced with ]air, a descendant of Manasseh, who finally took the 
whole region of Argob as far as the border of the Geshurites (to the 
west and south) and the Maacathites (to the north-west) (v. 14) .  This 
whole region was then named after ]air, so that to this dqy Bashan is 
called Havvoth ]air ('settlements of Jair') . Merrill (1994: 109) plau­
sibly suggests that this name probably replaced only Argob at first, 
but was then extended to Bashan as a whole (v. 14; cf. v. 4) . Also, if 
this samejairwas the great-grandson of Manasseh's son Makir (v. 

r 5 ;  cf. r Chr. 2 :21-22 ), then it is possible that ]air may have extended 
his influence from Gilead (Num. p:4 r ;  Judg. 10 : 3-4) to Bashan 
(Deut. p4; Josh. 1 3 : 3 0; esp. r Kgs 4: 1 3 ) .  

l 5-17. These verses function as a mirror text, repeating the distri­
bution of verses 1 2-14 (from south to north) , now in reverse order 
(from north to south) . The whole section is also united by the 
phrase I gave (Nelson 2002: 5 3) .  Makir (v. r 5) ,  a son of Manasseh, 
received Gilead as an inheritance (Num. 26 :29) . However, his 
descendants received Gilead by dispossessing the Amorites who 
lived there (Num. p: 39) .  

16. Reuben and Gad (cf. Josh. rp 5-2 3) received the southern 
half of Gilead extending as far south as the Amon Gorge (the 
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this was understood. 1 5 The bed was about thirteen and a half feet 
long and six feet wide. This may also relate to Og being the last of 
the Rephaim, or giants, who are now associated with the world of 
the dead (cf. Isa. 14:9). Finally, the reference to the Ammonite city of 
Rabbah might place this note as late as the time of David, when 
Rabbah was the capital of Ammon. 

Meaning 
This section highlights the importance of God's sovereignty and 
power in delivering the kingdoms of Sihon and Og, identified as 
Amorites, into the hands of the Israelites. Compared with Numbers 
2 1 : 2 1-3 5 ,  Deuteronomy makes two distinctive points. First, 
Deuteronomy anticipates the engagement and defeat of Sihon as 
inevitable from the outset in exodus terms. Secondly, Numbers 2 1  
says nothing about the ban (Heb. berem; Deut. 2 : 34-3 5 ;  3 :6-7), 
suggesting that Deuteronomy viewed the conquest of the 
Transjordan in the same way as that of Canaan, as part of the 
Promised Land (cf. Deut. 3 : 1 8-20; 20: 1 6-1 8). Also, the defeat of · 
Sihon and Og would become programmatic and an encouragement 
for Israel's taking of the land west of the Jordan. 

vz: The distribution of land to the Transjordan tribes (J:I2-I7) 

Context 
Moses was allowed to witness and direct the start of the conquest 
on the eastern side of the Jordan, and he supervised the first distri­
bution of the land (Num. p: 1-42; Josh. q : 8-3 3 ;  cf. Josh. 1 2: 1-6) . 
According to 3 :  l 2, the tribes of Reuben and Gad were allotted the 
kingdom of Sihon between the Wadis Amon and Jabbok, including 
half of the hill country of Gilead (south of the Jabbok) , as well as 
a narrow strip of land along the Jordan valley (the Arabah) above the 
Jabbok as far as the Sea of Galilee. Then in p3  the half-tribe of 
Manasseh received the other half of Gilead (north of the Jabbok) , 
along with all Bashan. The differences reflected in the allocation of 
this land in Joshua 1 3 : 8-3 3 and Numbers p: 1-42 may be simply a 

l j . Weinfeld ( 199 1 :  1 84). 
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case of the way in which things gradually unfolded from the time of 
::Vfoses to that of Joshua and beyond. In the meantime, Deu­

teronomy gives us its own idealized and expansive version of the 
conquest of the land east of the Jordan to this dqy (v. 14; cf. 2:22). 

Comment 
l2-13b. Reuben and Gad share the southern half of the 

Transjordan called the plateau (v. l o) , described as the territory north of 
Aroer ry the Arnon Gorge (see comments on vv. 3-7), as well as half 
of the hill country of Gilead. The boundaries between Gad and 
Reuben, recorded in Joshua 1 3 : 1 5-28, are not mentioned here (cf. 
Num. p:34-38).  The half-tribe of Manasseh then received the rest 
of Gilead and all Bashan north of the Jabbok. 

l 3 b-14. A parenthetical note appears at verses l 3b-14, relating to 
the territory of Og, or otherwise the whole region of Argob in Bashan 
(see comments on v. 4) , given to the half-tribe of Manasseh. This 
region used to be known as a land of the Rephaites (v. r 3b; cf. 2 :1  r ,  
20), o r  people o f  giant stature. A further geographical note is intro­
duced with ]air, a descendant of Manasseh, who finally took the 
whole region of Argob as far as the border of the Geshurites (to the 
west and south) and the Maacathites (to the north-west) (v. 14) .  This 
whole region was then named after ]air, so that to this dqy Bashan is 
called Havvoth ]air ('settlements of Jair') . Merrill (1994: 109) plau­
sibly suggests that this name probably replaced only Argob at first, 
but was then extended to Bashan as a whole (v. 14; cf. v. 4) . Also, if 
this samejairwas the great-grandson of Manasseh's son Makir (v. 

r 5 ;  cf. r Chr. 2 :21-22 ), then it is possible that ]air may have extended 
his influence from Gilead (Num. p:4 r ;  Judg. 10 : 3 -4) to Bashan 
(Deut. p4; Josh. 1 3 : 3 0; esp. r Kgs 4: 1 3 ) .  

l 5-17. These verses function as a mirror text, repeating the distri­
bution of verses 1 2-14 (from south to north) , now in reverse order 
(from north to south) . The whole section is also united by the 
phrase I gave (Nelson 2002: 5 3) .  Makir (v. r 5) ,  a son of Manasseh, 
received Gilead as an inheritance (Num. 26 :29) . However, his 
descendants received Gilead by dispossessing the Amorites who 
lived there (Num. p: 39) .  

16. Reuben and Gad (cf. Josh. rp 5-2 3) received the southern 
half of Gilead extending as far south as the Amon Gorge (the 



1 00 D E C T E R 0 :\ Cl :\! y 

middle of the wadi being the border), bounded en the east by the 
upper course of the Jabbok, which runs from south to north (before 
turning sharply west to empty into the Jordan) , also forming the 
western border of Ammon, some 28 miles (4 5  km) east of the 
Jordan. 

17. This verse completes the territory of Reuben and Gad in 
Transjordan, now describing its western boundary, beginning from 
the north with Kinnereth (a town on the north-western shore of the 
Sea of Galilee), then proceeding south along the Arabah (i.e. with 
the Jordan as a boundary) to the Sea of theArabah (the Salt or Dead 
Sea) , lying below the slopes of Pisgah (4:49; 34: 1 ;  Num. 21 :20; 2p4; cf. 
Josh. q :24-28) . Mount Nebo is situated on the summit of Pisgah 
(or range of hills) , from which Moses viewed the Promised Land 
west of Jordan (p7; 34: 1) . 

Meaning 
The narrative of the distribution of the land east of the Jordan to 
the Transjordanian tribes of Reuben and Gad (Sihon's territory) and -
the half-tribe of Manasseh (Og's territory) follows immediately after 
the defeat of these kings (2:24 - 3 : 1  l) , as land to be possessed (2 : 3  l ;  
3 :  l 8-20) . Only this account allows Moses to participate in the 
conquest and distribution of the land (cf. Num. 3 2:28-42) which he 
will shortly view in full (in all directions) from the summit of Pisgah, 
and concludes this passage (3 : 1 7b; cf. 3 : 27) . At the same time, it 
prepares for Joshua's role in the conquest and distribution of the 
land west of the Jordan (3 :2 1-29) . Also the narrator's touch to this dqy 
(v. 14; cf. 2:22) puts the occupation of the Transjordan on a broad 
historical canvas, as does the reference to the Rephaim (v. r 3 b), which 
underlines Yahweh's continuing control over the history of this 
place to the present time. 

vii. Preparations for the invasion west of the Jordan (3: I 8-29) 

Context 
This section illustrates the importance for Israel to act in unity as a 
group. The two and a half tribes who had acquired their land east 
of the Jordan must not rest and enjoy their land until they help the 
other tribes to possess their territory on the west side of the Jordan. 
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Comment 
1 8-20. I commanded you (v. l 8) - the two and a half tribes. This 

account is an abbreviated version of Numbers 32, in which Reuben 
and Gad are only allowed by Moses to possess their inheritance east 
of the Jordan on the condition that they take up arms and partici­
pate in the full conquest on the west side of the Jordan (cf. Num. 
32:20-22) . What is being stressed here is the solidarity of Israel as 

a twelve-tribe unit. Only when God had given rest to all would any 
be free of obligation to help the others (cf Josh. 1 : 1 2-1 8) . 

2 1-22. You have seen with your own ryes (v. 21) . On an earlier occasion, 
Joshua had given good leadership in battle against the Amalekites 
(Exod. 1 1 : 8-14) . But on this occasion, Joshua is encouraged in the 
rhetorical style of Deuteronomy (cf 4: 3 ,  9; T 19; 10 :21 ;  l 1 :7; 29:2) by 
the Lord's recent victories in Transjordan against Sihon and Og. The 
same divine aid was promised against all the kingdoms (or city-states; 
cf. Josh. l 2:7-24) on the other side of the Jordan. In addition, .fear 
(cf. 3 :2; 3 1 :6,  8) was not an appropriate response, for Yahweh would 
fight for his people. Finally, these words are picked up again at 3 l :  l -
8, as a frame to Deuteronomy. But in this passage, Moses actually 
commissions Joshua, reinforcing the importance of D euteronomy 
as a 'last will' or 'testament' of Moses, which thereby also looks 
forward to life within the land (cf Josh. 1 : 1-9) . 

23-29. This final section builds upon 1 : 3 7-38  (cf. Num. 20:9-
1 2) , as well as upon the previous verses 21-22, but in a contrasting 
fashion. 

23.  For the first time, Moses presents an impassioned plea on his 
own behalf (v. 2 3) . The verb pleaded (hithpa'el) is a strong one, 
suggesting 'show favour' or 'be gracious'. Its only other usage in the 
Pentateuch is found at Genesis 42:2 l, when Joseph's guilty brothers 
do not listen to the 'pleading' of the innocent Joseph. But here, the 
reverse will apply. God will not listen to Moses. In fact, the Lord 
says to Moses, Do not speak to me a1!)1 more ('al tosep - the root of 

Joseph) about this matter (v. 26b) (Friedman 200 1 :  572) . 
24. In order to give strength to his prayer, Moses addresses the 

God he knows by name: Sovereign LORD (lit. 'My Lord Yahweh') , 
illustrating his personal relationship with God as one of master and 
servant. This form of address is used only in the prayers of Moses, 
both here for himself, and at 9:26 for the people. Further, Moses' 
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middle of the wadi being the border), bounded en the east by the 
upper course of the Jabbok, which runs from south to north (before 
turning sharply west to empty into the Jordan) , also forming the 
western border of Ammon, some 28 miles (4 5  km) east of the 
Jordan. 

17. This verse completes the territory of Reuben and Gad in 
Transjordan, now describing its western boundary, beginning from 
the north with Kinnereth (a town on the north-western shore of the 
Sea of Galilee), then proceeding south along the Arabah (i.e. with 
the Jordan as a boundary) to the Sea of theArabah (the Salt or Dead 
Sea) , lying below the slopes of Pisgah (4:49; 34: 1 ;  Num. 21 :20; 2 p4; cf. 
Josh. q :24-28) . Mount Nebo is situated on the summit of Pisgah 
(or range of hills) , from which Moses viewed the Promised Land 
west of Jordan (p7; 34: 1) . 

Meaning 
The narrative of the distribution of the land east of the Jordan to 
the Transjordanian tribes of Reuben and Gad (Sihon's territory) and -
the half-tribe of Manasseh (Og's territory) follows immediately after 
the defeat of these kings (2:24 - 3 : 1  l) , as land to be possessed (2 : 3  l ;  
3 :  l 8-20) . Only this account allows Moses to participate in the 
conquest and distribution of the land (cf. Num. 3 2:28-42) which he 
will shortly view in full (in all directions) from the summit of Pisgah, 
and concludes this passage (3 : 1 7b; cf. 3 : 27) . At the same time, it 
prepares for Joshua's role in the conquest and distribution of the 
land west of the Jordan (3 :2 1-29) . Also the narrator's touch to this dqy 
(v. 14; cf. 2:22) puts the occupation of the Transjordan on a broad 
historical canvas, as does the reference to the Rephaim (v. r 3 b), which 
underlines Yahweh's continuing control over the history of this 
place to the present time. 

vii. Preparations for the invasion west of the Jordan (3: I 8-29) 

Context 
This section illustrates the importance for Israel to act in unity as a 
group. The two and a half tribes who had acquired their land east 
of the Jordan must not rest and enjoy their land until they help the 
other tribes to possess their territory on the west side of the Jordan. 
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Comment 
1 8-20. I commanded you (v. l 8) - the two and a half tribes. This 

account is an abbreviated version of Numbers 32, in which Reuben 
and Gad are only allowed by Moses to possess their inheritance east 
of the Jordan on the condition that they take up arms and partici­
pate in the full conquest on the west side of the Jordan (cf. Num. 
32:20-22) . What is being stressed here is the solidarity of Israel as 

a twelve-tribe unit. Only when God had given rest to all would any 
be free of obligation to help the others (cf Josh. 1 : 1 2-1 8) . 

2 1-22. You have seen with your own ryes (v. 21) . On an earlier occasion, 
Joshua had given good leadership in battle against the Amalekites 
(Exod. 1 1 : 8-14) . But on this occasion, Joshua is encouraged in the 
rhetorical style of Deuteronomy (cf 4: 3 ,  9; T 19; 10 :21 ;  l 1 :7; 29:2) by 
the Lord's recent victories in Transjordan against Sihon and Og. The 
same divine aid was promised against all the kingdoms (or city-states; 
cf. Josh. l 2:7-24) on the other side of the Jordan. In addition, .fear 
(cf. 3 :2; 3 1 :6,  8) was not an appropriate response, for Yahweh would 
fight for his people. Finally, these words are picked up again at 3 l :  l -
8, as a frame to Deuteronomy. But in this passage, Moses actually 
commissions Joshua, reinforcing the importance of D euteronomy 
as a 'last will' or 'testament' of Moses, which thereby also looks 
forward to life within the land (cf Josh. 1 : 1-9) . 

23-29. This final section builds upon 1 : 3 7-38  (cf. Num. 20:9-
1 2) , as well as upon the previous verses 21-22, but in a contrasting 
fashion. 

23.  For the first time, Moses presents an impassioned plea on his 
own behalf (v. 2 3) . The verb pleaded (hithpa'el) is a strong one, 
suggesting 'show favour' or 'be gracious'. Its only other usage in the 
Pentateuch is found at Genesis 42:2 l, when Joseph's guilty brothers 
do not listen to the 'pleading' of the innocent Joseph. But here, the 
reverse will apply. God will not listen to Moses. In fact, the Lord 
says to Moses, Do not speak to me a1!)1 more ('al tosep - the root of 

Joseph) about this matter (v. 26b) (Friedman 200 1 :  572) . 
24. In order to give strength to his prayer, Moses addresses the 

God he knows by name: Sovereign LORD (lit. 'My Lord Yahweh') , 
illustrating his personal relationship with God as one of master and 
servant. This form of address is used only in the prayers of Moses, 
both here for himself, and at 9:26 for the people. Further, Moses' 
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long-term understanding of God's will and purpose would entitle 
him to anticipate more to come, with the words )'OU have begun to show 
to )'Our servant )'Our greatness and )'Our strong hand, covering the period 
from the exodus from Egypt to the conquest of the lands east of 
the Jordan. This is quickly followed by an affirmation of God's 
uniqueness, here in deeds and might]· works (Exod. l 5 :  l l ;  Deut. 3 :  2 l ;  
c £  34: 1 0-1 2), which :\foses will impress on Israel at a later stage 
(4: 3 5 ,  39 ;  6:4). Surely this would form the foundation of a prayer 
that would meet with a favourable response. 

25 . With deep longing in his heart, Moses longs to pass over the 
Jordan and see the good land (LXX and Vg.: 'this good land'). It is 
likely that :\foses appeals here to both God's purposes and power. 
The reference to the hill country and Lebanon go back to l :7 (cf. 
l 1 : 24) . The inclusion of Lebanon (cf. Gen. l 5 : 1 8- 19) may suggest 
the fertility and natural beauty of the land, which at the same time 
would signify its northern and western borders. 

26. In Hebrew the opening words of verse 26, 'The Lord was 
cross at me', are a pun on the opening words of the previous verse -
2 5 :  'Let me cross and see the good land which is across the Jordan.' 
Finally, the Lord says to Moses, You are not going to cross this Jordan (v. 
27) , which frames verses 25-27. Christensen (200 1 :  67) points out 
that verse 26 stands at the centre of 3 : 2 3-29 as a seven-part 
menorah pattern, based on the words 'seeing' and 'cross ' .  The 
expression because of you (lema'anekem) (v. 26) is offered by Moses as 
the reason why he could not cross the Jordan. Some see this as 
Moses blaming the people for his fate. At l :  3 7 the preposition 
carries the meaning of Moses' solidarity with the people's sin (cf. 
p:48-52) when he struck the rock at Meribah to get water (Num. 
20:9-1 3 ;  2 T l  2-14) .  Moses' persistence with his request to enter the 
Promised Land had apparently lost its focus. It was the Lord 
himself who was to remain the true promise and vision of Moses 
(Craigie 1 976 :  l 27) . The words that is enough (lit. 'you have much') 
are used differently by Korah against Moses and Aaron at Numbers 
1 6: 3  (You have gone too far!) .  When God now uses this same expres­
sion here, it is a reminder to Moses that he has lived a unique and 
full life of one hundred and twenty years, and has done great things. 
Even in being denied his dream of coming into the land, he has 
much, and perhaps more than any other human who has ever lived 
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(34: 1 0-1 2) (Friedman 200 1 :  57 3 ) .  Also, God would have even 
greater things in store for him after his death, both in terms of 
what Joshua will accomplish in the land, and even beyond ( c£ Luke 
9 : 30-3 l) .  

27. Finally, :\foses is granted the consolation of viewing the 
Promised Land in all directions from the summit of Pisgah, 
including the land east of the Jordan. Like Abraham (Gen. 1 3 = 14), 
:\Ioses would inherit the land through his descendants. He would 
be granted the unique privilege of a personal viewing of the land 
with his own i:res (c£ 34:4, 7) , since he would not experience it either 
first-hand or second-hand across the Jordan. In fact, Moses' death 
is not recorded until 34: 1-1  2, so that the whole book is framed 
between the announcement of his impending death and the dec­
laration of his actual death. In one important sense, therefore, the 
book takes on the form of a prophetic last will and testament of 
Moses, Israel's great lawgiver. 

28-29. The impending death of Moses is the occasion for the 
appointment of Joshua as his successor, who will 'cross' over the 
Jordan (c£ Num. 27: 1 2-23). The commission (:\IV) (lit. 'command' ) of 
Joshua is a reaffirmation of his new role from 1 : 3 8 .  Joshua is also to 
be encouraged and strengthened (v. 28; c£ 3 l :7-8) . In his preparation of 
Joshua, Moses will have an active role in the conquest of Canaan, a 
role that also involves the acceptance of his own exclusion 
(McConville, 2002: 9 5 ) .  The account finally concludes with a 
geographical note about the valley near Beth Pear (v. 29) . This is 
fitting, since it will be the place of Moses' farewell address, as well 
as the vicinity of Moses' burial ground. 

Meaning 
The Transjordanian tribes had attained their rest and inheritance, 
which not only included them within the borders of the true 
Promised Land, but was also a call for them to help secure the land 
west of the Jordan together with the other tribes, stressing the unity 
of Israel. Then as a follow up to l :  3 7-3 8 ,  Moses encouraged Joshua 
to take possession of the land without fear in the light of the Lord's 
victory over Sihon and Og, thus providing a frame to 3 1 : 1-8. The 
important themes of Moses' exclusion, his vision of the land and 
Joshua's succession come together here, as they do at chapters 3 l -
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what Joshua will accomplish in the land, and even beyond ( c£ Luke 
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fitting, since it will be the place of Moses' farewell address, as well 
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which not only included them within the borders of the true 
Promised Land, but was also a call for them to help secure the land 
west of the Jordan together with the other tribes, stressing the unity 
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to take possession of the land without fear in the light of the Lord's 
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34. In this way Deuteronomy portrays i\foses' death as a necessary 
prerequisite for the fulfilment of the promise of the land. He dies 
so that the people may enter the land. But at the same time, Moses' 
death will always serve as a reminder of the non-entry of Moses 
into Canaan, as well as reassert the authority of his teaching. 

C. The practical consequences for Israel (past, present and 
future) of God's past actions (4:1-43) 

Context 
Chapter 4 forms a bridge between the historical review of chapters 

l - 3 and the beginning of Moses' exposition of the law in 5 :  l .  But 

as such, chapter 4 also concludes the first address of Moses (chap­

ters l - 4) , as well as serving as a kind of window case of 'reading 

instructions' (past, present and future) for the rest of the book of 

Deuteronomy (Nels on 2002: 60). Chapter 5 ,  as a reverse side mirror, 

then begins the second and longest address of Deuteronomy, from 

4:44 to 28 :68 (Olson 1 994: 40-48) .  

Comment 
r .  Since the beginning of the book, we have been waiting for the 

covenant requirements to be spelled out, after the rehearsal of Israel's 
journey from Horeb to the plains of Moab (1 : 1  - 3 : 29) . With the 
expression And now hear 0 Israel (4: l ) , Moses begins his sermon appli­
cation by making an important equation between obedience to the 
decrees (h.uqqfm) and laws (mi:fpatfm) and the enjoyment of life within 
the land. The expression, Heai) 0 Israel (c£ p ;  6:4; 9: 1 ;  20: 3 ;  27:9), 
is characteristic of a didactic address, but here these words also have 
an object with the decrees and laws (also at p) that Moses is to teach 
Israel (4: 1 ,  5 ,  9-10, 14; 5 : 1 ,  3 l ;  6 : 1 ,  7, 20-2 5 ;  1 1 : 1 9; 3 1 : 1 2-1 3 ,  1 9-22) .  
The phrase so that you mqy live is  also central to the book, culminating 
at 30: l 5-20. Within these framing texts, 'life' relates to both physical 
longevity and well-being, as well as to the enjoyed blessings of the 
covenant within the land. The expression the LORD, the God of your 

fathers links the possession of the land with the original Abrahamic 
promise (Gen. l p 8-19; Exod. p 6-17) .  Here, it might appear that 
possession of the land depends on prior obedience to the laws, but 
the reverse can also be found in verses 5-6. 

I 
I 
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2 .  This verse completes verse l ,  not only by introducing the term 

commands (mifwot) as a summarv term for decrees and laws but also bv - ' -
giving further authority and integrity to these 'permanent authori-
tative rulings' with the addition that nothing can be added or 
subtracted from them (cf. 1 2: 32 ;  Matt. 5 : 1 8-1 9;Jer. 26 :2) .  This same 
unilateral arrangement was made by the sovereign in Ancient Near 
Eastern treaties and law codes. Weinfeld ( l 99 l :  200) notes that this 
kind of warning has its proper place either at the beginning of a 
divine work, as here, or at the end of a work (c£ Rev. 22 : 1 8-19) .  

3-4. You saw with your own ryes (v. 3) underlines the importance of 
'witness' in this chapter (also at vv. 9, l 5 ,  34) .  The incident at Baal 
Pear (Num. 2 p-13) is not mentioned in chapters l - 3 ,  and may 
only be hinted at in 3 : 29 (Beth Peor). Representing the place of 
Israel's most recent religious idolatry and disloyalty (cf. 1 : 26-46) , 
the name is pointedly given as Baal Peor and not the more neutral 
Beth Pear of 3 :29 and 4:46. This was an ideal opportunity to juxta­
pose the true worship of God with the false worship of Pear 
(Weinfeld 199 1 :  200 1 ;  c£ Matt. 16 : 1 3-20). Within its present context, 
these verses now provide a negative counterpart and illustration to 
verses l-2, namely that disobedience to God's law brings destruc­
tion and death. But those who held fast (dabaq) (the first image of 
obedience as 'loyalty' in the chapter; cf. 1 0:20; l 1 :22; 1 3 :4; 30 :20) to 
the LORD your God are still alive todqy (vv. l ,  4, 40) . 

5-8. See, I have taught you decrees and laws (v. 5 ) .  The tense here 
(taught) is perfect (past), and could indicate an activity already 
completed over the past forty years since Sinai (Merrill 1 994: l 16) .  
On the other hand, the past tense is  generally used in Semitic 
languages to make a formal declaration relating to the present or 
future, and is often accompanied by see (cf. 1 : 8 ;  2 :24, 3 l ) . The point 
about this passage then relates to the importance of a fresh obedi­
ence to the decrees and laws that frame the section in verses 5 and 8 .  
In addition, Israel lived on an open stage before a watching world 
(cf. Exod. 1 9:4-6; Isa. 42: 1 8-25) .  Obedience to these laws would 
not only ensure the success of Israel's covenant life within the land 
(v. 5 ) ,  but would also display before the nations the greatness and 
wisdom of her laws (v. 6) , leading to an acknowledgment of the 
greatness of Israel as a nation because of her intimacy or nearness to 
God in prayer that existed in no other religion (v. 7) . Finally, the 
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34. In this way Deuteronomy portrays i\foses' death as a necessary 
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superiority of Israel's law code could be demonstrated both on the 
basis of its righteous nature in comparison with other law codes of 
the ancient world (cf. Pss I ;  I 9; l 1 9 ;  147 = 1 9-20), as well as its reflec­
tion of the righteousness of the Lord himself (v. 8) .  In both 
respects, the effect of the rhetorical questions of verses 7 and 8 
makes the claim that Israel is incomparable, in the same way that 
the rhetorical questions of verses 3 2-34 are designed to claim that 
Yahweh is incomparable (Wright I 996: 48). This last claim to the 
righteous nature of Israel's law and God may have been used by 
Deuteronomy as a polemic against the claim of the 'just laws' of 
ancient law codes, in which the kings of the Ancient Near East 
usually counted on their collections of laws to convince the gods 

that they were 'wise' and 'just' rulers (\X7einfeld 1 99 I :  202) .  
<J-14· On!J be careful, and watch yourselves close!J (v. 9) i s  repeated in 

verses I 5 and 2 3 .  In this section, Israel's constant problem will be 

one of forgetfulness (ryes have seen) and disobedience (slip from your 
heart) (cf. 6 : 1 2; 8 : I 1 ,  I 4, I 9; 9 :7) ,  relating to (r) the revelation of 
God's words given at Horeb (principally the 'ten words or the Ten 
Commandments; v. I 3 ) ,  in the context of an unforgettable mani­
festation of God's presence (vv. I O-I r) ;  (2) there was no physical 
form to God's presence, but only a voice declaring his covenant, in 
the form of the Ten Commandments, which he wrote on two stone 
tablets (v. I 3) .  The point of this revelation to Israel was also twofold: 

(I) to engender a proper .fear and worship of God as long as they live 

in the land; and (2) that they may teach these laws to their children 
(vv. 9, I o; 6:7-9, 20-2 5 ;  r r : I 9; 3 1 : I 3 ;  3 2:46) . It is assumed that the 
present audience being addressed also stood at Horeb (cf. 5 : I-4) . 

r r. While it blazed with fire. The fire theophany (v. I r) sets the stage 
for repeated references to Yahweh's words at Horeb (vv. I 2, I 5 ,  3 3 ,  
3 6; 5 :4, 22) .  The phrase blazed with fire (ba'ar, also p 3 ;  9 : 1 5) is not 
used of Sinai back at Exodus I 9: r 8 (the LORD descended on it in fire), 
but it is used for the burning bush at Horeb, the mountain of God 
(Exod. 3 : I-2), 16 which therefore became the sign of things to come 
when Israel returned to this mountain (Exod. 3 :  I 2) . Deuteronomy 

--------

16 .  Possibly accounting for Deuteronomy's preference for the name Horeb 

(cf. 3 p) .  

l 
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then becomes more specific with the point that Israel heard God's 
words on Horeb from out of the fire (v� I 2; also see above) , which 
recalls how Moses himself heard God call from within the bush that 

was on fire (Exod. p-4) (Friedman 200 I :  5 7 5 ) .  Thus in 
Deuteronomy, Horeb now replicates the burning bush of Moses for 
Israel (cf. 3 3 : I 6) . I7 This becomes the starting point of Israel's call 

and vocation in the light of Exodus I 9: I-6, to be a treasured possession 
and a ho!J nation unto the LORD (Deut. 7:6; 14:2, 2 I ;  26: I  8-I 9).  Further, 
Deuteronomy does not mention lightning and a very loud trumpet blast 
from Exodus I 9 : I 6-I 9; 2o: I 8,  but it does refer to the black clouds and 
deep darkness as a backdrop. Thus are held together, as one, hidden­
ness and revelation, mystery and accessibility, transcendence and 
immanence, especially as the fire of God's presence blazes literally to 

the 'heart' of the heavens (cf. v. 3 6; 29: 29; Miller I 990: 5 9) .  Also, the use 

of contrasting colours and images, of light and darkness, would have 
helped to emphasize the voice and fire (mentioned seven times: vv. I I ,  
I 2, I 5 ,  24, 3 3 , 3 6  [twice]) o f  the presence of God, especially as this 
reaches a climax in both Deuteronomy 4:24, with the description of 
Yahweh himself as a consumingfire and a jealous God, and in 5 : 22-27. 

The image of fire probably carries multiple meanings in Deu­
teronomy. In this chapter, Christensen (200I :  86) points to a chiastic 
structure at 4: r I-24 in the following way: 

A At Horeb Yahweh spoke from the fire 4: 1 I-14 

B No graven image in any form permitted 4: 1 5-I 9 

c Yahweh took you out of Egypt to become 
his inheritance 4:20 

x Yahweh's anger: Moses is not allowed to 

enter the land 4:2 1 a  

C' Yahweh is giving you the land of Canaan 
as your inheritance 4:2 1 b-22 

B' No graven images in any form permitted 4:23 

A' Yahweh is a consuming fire - a jealous God 4:24 

Given this structure, the focus of attention at the centre (4:2 1a) is on 

1 7. See Wilson (199 5 :  206). 
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:\foses being denied entry into the Promised Land (c£ 3 : 2 3-29). But 

the important outer frames of fire relate to the Lord's uncompro­

mising commitment to his covenant (4: 1 1-14, 24) . As such, the Lord 
will not tolerate any rival in terms of graven images in any form (4: r 5-
19, 23) ,  as he is a jealous God (v: 24; c[ 32:21) and is equally committed 

to his people and to the land as his 'personal property' (nabdla) (vv. 20, 
21 b--22; c£ vv. 2 5-3 r ) . Finally, and not surprisingly, the people later 

request that Moses alone should 'draw near' (5 : 27), and hear God's 

voice from this blazingfire, as at the original burning bush. 

12.  The contrast between form (temunli') and voice (qol) at this point 

stresses the auditory nature of this event in the form of words, which 

will follow in verse 1 3  as the declaration of the 'ten words' or 

commandments. But the notion of form will find greater develop­

ment in verses r 5-1 8 and 2 5-28 as an attack on idolatry. This is the 

chief sin according to Deuteronomy, and runs counter to Israel's 

imageless worship of God. God was to be heard and not seen, and 

through hearing, obeyed. 

13.  For the moment, the issue of the form is put aside, while the 
content of the voice is developed in terms of a covenant (berft) , 
requiring obedience. This is the first of twenty-eight references in 

Deuteronomy. Here it is applied in a restrictive sense to the 'ten 

words' or Ten Commandments (Exod. 34:28 ;  c£ Deut. 4:2 3 ;  9:9, r r ,  r 5 ;  
1 0:4, 8), which form the primary building blocks upon which the 

entire Torah is based, including the so-called 'Book of the Covenant' 

(Exod. 2 r :  r - 2 3 :  r 9), which is expanded and revised in the book of 

Deuteronomy. Writing on stone tablets was common practice in the 

Ancient Near East for the recording of law codes, and indicates 

permanence and importance. The use of two tablets may imply the 

making of two copies, one for each party, following the practice of 

ancient treaty agreements. In this singular act, law code (see verses 

5-8 above) and treaty may have come together. 

14. It is probably best to see the reference here to decrees and laws 
as a way of linking the present Deuteronomic law to that of the 

Decalogue (Exod. 20: 1-17) and the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 

2 r :  r - 2 3 :  r 9) 1 8  given at Horeb at that time in the past. These will now 

r 8. Called laws (miipa[im) only at Exodus 2 r : r .  
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be expounded for a new situation (cf. 5 :  r ) ,  beginning with the 

Decalogue or 'ten words' in j : r-21 ,  which will provide the sequence 

of laws in 6 : 1  - 26: 1 9  (see Introduction: Some literary features of 

Deuteronomy, p. 3 3 ) .  
1 5 -24. Verse r 5 restates the warning of verse 9 (be careful) ,  and 

picks up on the previous reference to form (temunli') at verse r 2, devel­

oping it more fully in this section. Horeb demonstrated that images 
are inappropriate in the worship of Yahweh. This section now an­

ticipates, and lays a foundation for, the teaching on the second 

commandment at 5 : 8-10. 
16. So that you do not become corrupt (c£ v. 2 5 ;  9 : 1 2) .  Following these 

words come four different terms associated with iconolatry (idol, 
image, shape/statue,form; cf. Gen. 1 : 26-27 with an identical use of 

terms, relating to male and female as made in the image of God and 
exercising dominion over creation) , indicating a rigorous and 

exhaustive attitude to idols (cf. 5 :  8). Further, the making of 'all' 

(emphatic kol) idols (vv. 1 5 , 16 ,  17 ,  2 3 ,  2 5 ;  5 :8) , and their subsequent 

worship (vv. 19 ;  28 ;  9 : 1 2, 1 6) ,  would make Israel corrupt, in terms of 

confusing the Creator with the created (vv. 3 5 ,  39; cf Rom. 1 :2 3 ,  
25) .  But why the prohibition against idols a s  a way o f  worshipping 

Yahweh? A strong case can be made from the present context (vv. 

r 2- 14, 3 2-40), that the contrast is not between visible and invisible, 

or between spiritual and material, but between the visible and the 

audible (Wright 1 996:  50) ,  or between the static and the relational 
(Fretheim r 99 r :  22  5-227) . Idols belong to culture, and have 'form', 

but do not 'speak' or 'act' in history as Yahweh does. In fact, 

Yahweh's invisibility also becomes the basis and potential of his 

greater acces sibility, especially as Israel pledge to keep his covenant 

laws (T r 2-1 6; cf. John 14:23 ) .  What sets Yahweh apart is not that he 
looks different, but that he calls for a people who will look different 

in every way from the surrounding cultures (Wright r 996: 5 r ) .  
17-19. The list relating to the form (five times) that idols might 

take reverses the order of the creation account of Genesis 1 : 1-28: 
human beings, land animals, birds, creeping things, fish and the heav­

enly bodies (cf. also the tripartite division of heaven, earth and waters 
at 5 :  8). In doing so, it also potentially reverses the original intent of 

the meaning of the image of God in male and female at Genesis r : 26-28, 
who therefore should not be the objects of worship themselves (see 
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but do not 'speak' or 'act' in history as Yahweh does. In fact, 

Yahweh's invisibility also becomes the basis and potential of his 

greater acces sibility, especially as Israel pledge to keep his covenant 

laws (T r 2-1 6; cf. John 14:23 ) .  What sets Yahweh apart is not that he 
looks different, but that he calls for a people who will look different 

in every way from the surrounding cultures (Wright r 996: 5 r ) .  
17-19. The list relating to the form (five times) that idols might 

take reverses the order of the creation account of Genesis 1 : 1-28: 
human beings, land animals, birds, creeping things, fish and the heav­

enly bodies (cf. also the tripartite division of heaven, earth and waters 
at 5 :  8). In doing so, it also potentially reverses the original intent of 

the meaning of the image of God in male and female at Genesis r : 26-28, 
who therefore should not be the objects of worship themselves (see 



! I O D F C T f.: R CJ >: O :'.,� y 

v: r G  above) . \':\'ithin the context of this chapter, such idolatry would 
undermine: (r) the purpose for which Israel was redeemed (v. 20); (2) 
the Lord's gift of the Promised Land to Israel (n-. 2 1  b-2.2.) , both 
described as the Lord's 'special inheritance'. Finally, the heavenly 
bodies were among the most worshipped of the deities within the 
powerful nations of the Ancient Kear East, especially the sun and 
the moon (c£ Job 3 1 :26-28) . Because these were so enticing (v. 1 9; c£ 
17 =2-7), \Vith their ready-made nature (therefore not strictly images as 
such) , Israel was not to bow down (sing.) to them and worship things 
that the LORD JO Ur God has 'app011ioned' to all the nations under heaven. This 
problematic statement may simply be a reference to Genesis 1 :  14-r 8, 
which asserts that the heavenly bodies were created by God to serve 
the whole of humankind (including Israel) , but were not in turn to 
be served or worshipped by any nation (especially Israel) . Here we 
may also note the inclusive nature of verse 1 9  (with the words, lit. 
'apportioned to all of the nations under all of the heavens'). Further, 
the text here stops short of saying that these heavenly bodies are 
worshipped by the nations, but it is possible that this might be implied 
(c£ Jer. r o: r-16; 2 Kgs 17 : 16; Zeph. q) . Be that as it may, these heav­
enly 'lights' as apportioned (balaq; also at 29:26 [ET] , referring to the 
gods of Canaan; c£ 2 Kgs 1 7:7-2.0), or 'assigned' to allof the nations, 
including Israel, may also be a reference to their proper place as a 
witness to Yahweh's sovereignty and kingship over creation (c£ Most 
High at 32 : 8-c;; J(jng at 3 3 :2-5 ;  Jer. ro :  l-r6) .  This is given particular 
support in the 'witness'  texts at 4:26; 30: 1 9, as well as in verses 32-
40 within the present chapter. 

20. But as for JOU (pl.) now provides the intended point and 
contrast with verse 1 9 .  This is also supported by Deuteronomy 
32 : 8-9, where similar language is used in contrasting the nations' 
inheritance of land with that of Yahweh's p011ion (beleq) and allotted 
inheritance (naljiid),  Israel. Thus, the boundaries of heaven and earth are 
shared at 4:1 9-20 (heaven) , and 32 : 8-9 (earth), involving both the 
nations and Israel, but in both passages, Israel is singled out as 
Yahweh's favoured people. Verse 20 then gives the double reason 
why Israel should not bow down to any created thing, based on ( 1) 
their redemption from the iron-smeltingfurnace of Egypt (1 Kgs 8 : 5 r ;  
Jer. 1 r :4; cf. Isa. 48: r o-r r) ; and (2) the exclusive covenant relation­
ship of Yahweh as the people of his inheritance (v. 34; cf. Jer. ro : 1-16) .  
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The description of Israel as the Lord's inheritance (nabald) is first 

found here in ,-erse 20, and finally at 32:9 (also 9:26, 29; cf. 1 :  3 r ;  8: 5 ;  
14: 1 ;  3 2:6; Exod. 4:22;  1 9: 5 ) .  

21a. Here, at the centre of 4 :  1 r-24, :Moses returns to the theme 
of his rejection from the Promised Land (cf. 1 : 3 7; also 3 :26 at the 
centre of 3 : 2 3-29) . In all passages, the anger of Yahweh is recalled, 
because of JOU. Also, Moses now draws attention to the importance of 

his death for the first time (v. 2.2.) . Standing at the centre o f  this 
section, Moses maintains his integrity with regard to the matter of 
idolatry (Exod. 32) .  But the warning is also clear. If this can happen 
to :\foses, it most surely can happen to )'OU, if Israel fails to live as 
God's obedient covenant people within the land. 

2 r b-24. Now in reverse order, and paralleling verse 20, Israel is 
reminded of the ultimate goal of their great deliverance from Egypt: 
the possession of the good land when they cross the Jordan, which 
will also become their inheritance (nabald) (vv. 2.I b-2.2.) . Then as a 
parallel to verses 1 s-19, verse 2 3 exhorts Israel to be very careful not 
to forget the covenant made at Horeb, as this especially relates to the 
question of idolatry covered by the first two commandments. To 
practise idolatry is to forget the covenant at its most foundational and 
operational levels, as Yahweh will tolerate no rivals (c£ 6 :4-5) .  Such 
behaviour demands and deserves the judgment of divine wrath, that 
of a jealous God, who is a consuming.fire (v. 24; c£ 6 : 1 5) .  The term jealous 
God ('el qanna'; v. 24) does not speak of a petty, selfish envy, but 
within this context means that Israel, as God's 'personal property' 
(4:20; 3 2:9), must also respect his right to exclusive love, obedience 
and worship, without any rivalry (v. 23b ;  cf. 6 :4-5) ,  otherwise the 
Lord's jealousy and anger will kindle a fire of judgment by his wrath 
(6: 1 3-r 5 ;  3 2: 1 6-22). 

This enables us to see why idolatry is the greatest sin in 
Deuteronomy. As Merrill ( 1994: 1 2 5 )  suggests, the juxtaposition of 
the iron-smeltingfurnace of verse 20 and the consuming.fire of verse 24 
is not without purpose. Yahweh had brought his people out of the 
fiery oppression of Egypt, by the fire of his redeeming love, so 
that they could become 'a people of his hereditary possession'. But 
if Israel should break covenant with him through idol worship (v. 
2 3 b ) ,  they could expect the fire of his jealousy and wrath ( c£ Exod. 
3 2 : r o; Deut. 6 : 1 3-1 5 ;  3 2 : 1 6-2.2.; Isa. 48 : r o-1 1 ) .  In rebellion and 
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idolatry they would find the God of verse 24, but in repentance 
and return they would find the God of verse 3 1  (cf. Exod. 34:6) . 

25-3 r. Having reviewed the past, Moses now looks to the distant 
future (v. 2 5 ) .  As such, the words of this book are relevant to gener­
ations of Israelites yet unborn, just as the present generation are 
considered as having stood at Horeb when the original covenant 
was given (5 :2-3) .  This passage is also the first of a number within 
the book which look to the future and anticipate Israel's failure to 
live as the people of God within the Promised Land (28 : 1  5-68 ;  
29:22-28 ;  30: 1-10, 1 1-20; p : 1 6-29; 32 : 1-43) .  

The main thrust of this passage sounds a warning against idolatry 
already delivered to Moses' contemporaries (vv. 1 5-19, 2 3) ,  but also 
relevant for generations of Israelites yet unborn. This particular sin 
will prove to be Israel's great undoing within the land of promise, 
and will even bring about their exit from the land. In order to make 
the point more vividly, this passage also uses a legal lawsuit 'case' 
(rib) against Israel, where heaven and earth are invited to witness 
Yahweh's declarations of these judgments (v. 26; cf. 30: 1 9 ; 3 1 :28 ;  
32 : 1 ) .  This will result in both death within the land (v. 26) and scattering 
from the land (v. 27) .  The passage makes use of a number of 
contrasts, noting the reverse of the covenant with Abraham, with 
on!J a few of you will survive (v. 27; cf. 1 : 1 1 ;  6: 3 ;  1 p7) .  Ironically, the 
punishment for idolatry will be the worship of man-made gods in 
exile, which cannot relate to any of Israel's needs, because they are 
completely lifeless (v. 28) . Then Israel will discover how frustrat­
ingly impotent these gods have been. Such gods contrast sharply 
with Yahweh's active power in verses 3 2-40. However, exile will not 
be the end of Israel's story. They will find God afresh if they seek 
him with all [their] heart and and with all [their] soul (v. 29) . This formula 
is used in contexts which speak of Israel's commitment to the Lord 
in covenant loyalty and love (cf. 6 : 5 ;  1 0: 1 2; I I : 1 3 ;  1 3 : 3 ;  30:6) . 
Therefore, to seek him in captivity is to renew one's pledge of 
covenant loyalty (Merrill 1 994: 1 28). This i s  supported by verse 30 ,  
when in distress God's people will return to him and obey him. It  
appears that Israel's ability to repent and return to the Lord also 
works in tandem with God's own character and work of grace 
within his people (cf 30: 1-10; esp. v. 6; also Exod. 32 : 1  - 34:28;  Lev. 
26:40-4 5 ; Jer. 3 1 :27-34; Ezek. 36 :22-32) .  
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In secular treaties, rebellion was seldom treated with mercy, even 

if there was a show of repentance. But finally in this section, the 

nature of Yahweh is quite different to that of secular kings. Here he 
is presented as a merciful God (v. 3 1 ) ,  who will not forget the covenant 
sworn by oath to the Patriarchs (Gen. 1 5 : 1 8 ; 22 : 1 6-1 8) , in contrast 

to the prospect held out in verse 2 3 of Israel forgetting their covenant 
v.rith God. The concept of a merciful God (Exod. 34:6-7) therefore 
explains why Israel may find it possible to return to the Lord (vv. 29-
3 1) ,  for as such, he will neither abandon, destrqy (cf. vv. 1 6, 2 5 )  nor 

forget (cf vv. 9, 23) his people. So now, as they are about to begin 
their life in the Promised Land, Moses informs them that God is, in 
the first place, not a wrathful God, but a merciful God. 

32-34. In Hebrew both the previous verse (3 1 ) ,  and now verse 32, 
begin with the particle for (kt) , which may argue for a link between 
these sections, in answer to the question, 'On what grounds may 
Israel hope for restoration?' (Thompson 1 974: 1 08). But at the end 
of this section (v. 40) , the link may equally argue for the recipe and 
prospect of a long life within the land. Creation is recalled for the 
first time (v. 3 2a; cf. Gen. 1 : 1  - 2:4a) , in order to pose three rhetor­
ical questions (vv. 32b, 3 3 ,  34) ,  each expecting the answer 'no' (c£ vv. 
7-8). The second and third questions flesh out the first in verse 32b 
(lit. 'has there been anything like this great thing/ event/ deed?') . The 
most telling point of Moses' argument occurs at verse 34: Has af!)I 
god ever tried to take for himse!f one nation out of another nation . . .  ? That 
the Lord, as Divine Warrior, took Israel out of Egypt shows the 
powerlessness of Egypt's gods, embodied in the Pharaoh, thus 
demonstrating that Yahweh is the only true God (v. 3 5 ;  cf Exod. 
1 2 : 1 2) .  Five expressions of Yahweh's power in salvation and judg­
ment follow in a concentric pattern, divided by the term warwithin 
Egypt, before their very ryes (4: 34; 6:22; 7 : 1 9; 10 :2 1 ;  1 1 :7; 29:2-3 ; 34: 1 2) ,  
framing the book: 

A Trials and testings 
B Signs and wonders 
C War 
B' Mighty hand and outstretched arm 
A' Great and awesome deeds/terrors 
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3 5 .  You (emphatic sing. pronoun) were shown these things so that)'ou 
might kn01v . . .  :\Ionotheism in Israel was not the conclusion of an 
evolution of religious speculation, but an assertion generated out 
of historical experience and grounded there (cf. 7:7-1 l; 1 0: 1 2-22; 
l 1 : 1-8) (Wright 1 996 :  5 5). The Lord is God: the Hebrew is written 
with the definite article (lit. 'he is the God') (\"X'altke-O'Connor 1 990: 
249, para 1 3 ·6). Grammatically, this excludes the possibility of saying 
this about any other god as well (cf. l Kgs 8:60 which is later related 
to the nations) . This is supported by the following words, besides him 
there is no other (cf. v. 3 9 ;  5 :7; 6:4) .  Two other early songs of Moses 
also affirmed the same truth to Israel (Exod. l 5 :  l l ,  l 8; Deut. 32 :  l 2, 
l 5-22, 3 9) ,  as well as the golden calf episode (Deut. 9:7-29; cf. 
Exod. 32 : 1-3 5 ) .  

36-38. Taking u p  the order o f  the Horeb and exodus events, 
Moses draws attention to a number of motive clauses expanding 
on verse 3 5 .  The first is God's discipline (yasar) of Israel, reflecting 
the father-son relationship between God and Israel (cf. 8 : 5 ) .  This 
came when God spoke out of the fire at Horeb to the people, irt -
the form of the Ten Commandments (cf. vv. l 1-13) .  Secondly, verse 
3 7 highlights two important words, love and chose (lit. 'his descend­
ants after him') . Clearly Abraham is in view as the one to whom the 
original promise came, which was then repeated to Isaac and Jacob. 
The theme of God's love for Israel and their ancestors is unigue in 
the Pentateuch (cf. 1 0: 1 5 ;  2 3 : 5) .  The point here is that the exodus 
deliverance was predicated on Israel's prior election by the Lord. It 
was precisely b ecause of Yahweh's prior love and choice of the 
Patriarchs that he acted to redeem my firstborn son from Egypt (Exod. 
4:2 2-2 3) .  Furthermore, God's presence (Heb. panfm) (Exod. 3 p4-
1 5) and great strength would drive out much stronger nations in 
order to give the land to Israel as their promised inheritance (v. 3 8) . 

3 9-40. Finally, verse 3 9 acts as an envelope to verse 3 5 ,  and also 
completes the argument of much of this chapter with the reference 
to the Lord as God in heaven above and on the earth below. But the Lord's 
transcendence and immanence are not to be thought of as polar 
opposites or mutually exclusive domains of his operations and 
existence. Rather, Israel experiences divine immanence irt the earthly 
actions of the transcendent Yahweh, who hears prayer (v. 7) , 
commands law (vv. 8, 1 3-14),  liberates from Egypt (vv. 20, 3 4, 3 7) ,  
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and bestows land (v. 3 8) (Nelson 2002: 70-7 1 ) .  Such a God also 
demands a continuous obedience to his covenant laws if Israel is to 
enjoy his blessing within the land for all time (v. 40; cf. l l :  l ;  1 4: 2  3 ;  
1 9:9) .  

41-43. Many scholars consider this section to b e  out of place. 
However, it could well have been included here for several reasons. 
(1) The need for such cities of refuge is already established with the 
conquest of the Transjordan (Sihon and Og) , and the distribution 

of land (cf. Num. 3 p-34) .  (2)The provision of such cities would 
begin to provide a visible witness to God's power and faithfulness 
in giving Israel the land originally promised to Abraham (cf. Gen 
1 2: 1-3),  signalling the fact that the Lord can also be trusted and 
obeyed across the Jordan. (3) Clements (1 998 :  3 2 0) points out that 

the sign and 'proof' of Israel's claim to territory east o f  the Jordan 
was that the divine law was upheld and authoritative with regard to 
the cities of refuge (cf. Josh. 20: 8) .  

Meaning 
Deuteronomy 4 has a pivotal role to play irt linking past, present and 
future history together. As such, it serves as a kind of window case 
of 'reading instructions' for the rest of Deuteronomy, especially as 
an introduction for the specifics of the Decalogue in chapter 5 ,  
which then provides a theological 'blueprint' fo r  the rest o f  the 
book. The chief theological concern of 4: 1-43 is that Israel should 
take special care not to forget or disobey the Lord's voice from the 
burning Mount Horeb (you saw no form), especially as this relates to 
the sin of idolatry, which will make Israel corrupt, as well as run 
counter to Israel's imageless worship of God. God was to be heard 
and not seen, and through hearing, obeyed. At the centre o f  this 
material on idolatry, Moses' death (4:2 1-22; cf. 3 : 26) is recalled, high­
lighting his integrity at this level, but it also stands as a warning to 
Israel that, if this can happen to Moses, it can surely happen to 
them. In fact, the signs are already present that Israel will fail at this 
level and, as a result, will be scattered from the land and worship 
gods o f  wood and stone who cannot help them. But should Israel 
return to the Lord, they will find a God of covenant, mercy and 
grace (vv. 2 5 -3 l) . Finally, the Lord is presented as the true God as 
well as incomparable (vv. 3 5 ,  3 9) , as a frame to Israel's unique standing 
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completes the argument of much of this chapter with the reference 
to the Lord as God in heaven above and on the earth below. But the Lord's 
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and bestows land (v. 3 8) (Nelson 2002: 70-7 1 ) .  Such a God also 
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an introduction for the specifics of the Decalogue in chapter 5 ,  
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take special care not to forget or disobey the Lord's voice from the 
burning Mount Horeb (you saw no form), especially as this relates to 
the sin of idolatry, which will make Israel corrupt, as well as run 
counter to Israel's imageless worship of God. God was to be heard 
and not seen, and through hearing, obeyed. At the centre o f  this 
material on idolatry, Moses' death (4:2 1-22; cf. 3 : 26) is recalled, high­
lighting his integrity at this level, but it also stands as a warning to 
Israel that, if this can happen to Moses, it can surely happen to 
them. In fact, the signs are already present that Israel will fail at this 
level and, as a result, will be scattered from the land and worship 
gods o f  wood and stone who cannot help them. But should Israel 
return to the Lord, they will find a God of covenant, mercy and 
grace (vv. 2 5 -3 l) . Finally, the Lord is presented as the true God as 
well as incomparable (vv. 3 5 ,  3 9) , as a frame to Israel's unique standing 
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before him (vv. 7-8) . As such, the Lord has not only demonstrated 
his love to Israel as well as faithfulness to covenant promise in giving 
them the land, but this also requires of Israel their reciprocal 
response to keep his decrees and commands that Moses is giving 
them todt1J'· As a final demonstration of the validity of these laws, 
and their 'life-giving' nature, Moses sets up three cities of refuge on 
the east side of the Jordan (vv. 41-43).  

1 
I 

z .  SECOND ADDRESS OF MOSES : WHAT GOD 
COMMANDS F OR THE F UTURE (4 :44  - 2 8 : 6 8 ) 

This lengthy section of Deuteronomy is really the core of the book. 
It is made up of two large blocks of material which follow a pattern 
found in Ancient Near Eastern treaties of general principles (p -

l 1 : 32) ,  followed by more specific laws (r 2 : 1  - 26 : 1 9) .  However, the 
chapters that follow (2T I - 28 :68) are a mix of law codes and 
treaties with the document clause (2T3 ;  3 1 :9-13),  blessings (28 : r-14) 
and curses (28 : r  5-68) .  Thus the core of the book is envisaged as a 
covenant document that defines the relationship between God and 
Israel. Understood in this way, the first section of general princi­
ples (p - l 1 : 32) seeks to bind Israel to God in love and loyalty, 
promising blessing for obedience, and curse for disobedience. The 
second section (r 2 : 1  - 26 : 1 9) then defines this relationship in terms 
of obedience to specific laws (c£ John r po-r r) .  

A. Introduction to the second address of Moses (4:44-49) 

Context 
These verses form an inclusio with r : r-5  in highlighting the law 
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(t6ra) that :'vfoses set before Israel, but now defined more precisely 
with further legal terminology. The renewed references to the vic

-
­

tories over Sihon and Og show that the first four chapters take as 
their main theme the beginning of the conquest, with the subduing 
of Transjordan being a kind of firstfruits (:\kComille 2002: l r4). As 
such, verses 44-49 form a frame for the first four chapters, and also 
serve a dual purpose in providing an introduction of conquest 
history to the covenant demands which follow (cf. Exod. 20: 1-2, 
3-2 I) . 

Comment 
44-4 5 .  This is the law Moses set before the Israelites (v: 44; cf. l :  5) links 

the following legal terms more precisely with what is to follow in 
chapter 5 .  The term law (t6rd) denotes instruction in a broad sense, 
and is further defined by the term stipulations or testimonies ('edut/ 
'edot) used only here in verse 4 5 and in 6: r 7, 20. This new term may 
refer to the Decalogue at 5 :6-zr (cf. Exod. 2 p 6; McBride r 987 :  
2 3 3-2 34),  which came to represent the particulars or conditions of 
the covenant requirement. This is  followed by the terms decrees 
(buqqfm = written down or inscribed) and laws (mifpatfm = rulings of 
a judge), as more explicit ways of defining the stipulations/testi­
monies (cf. 5 : 1 ,  3 1 ;  6 : r ,  20; r r : 32 ;  r 2: r ;  z6 : r 6-r7) . 

46. The more neutral Beth Peor ('house of Peor'; contrast Baal Peor 
at 4:3-4) not only points back to 3 : 29, but could well reflect 
Numbers 2 3 : 28 where Balaam also blessed Israel as a nation that 
devours hostile nations (Num. 24: 8). This meaning would suit the 
following verses. 

47-49. These verses are a summary description of what has 
already been given in 3 : 8-22. The land extended from Aroer in the 
south to Mount Hermon in the north. Hermon is called Siyon, which 
is probably a variant of Sirion (cf. n; Ps. 29:6). 

Meaning 
Verses 44-49 correspond to l : r- 5 ,  with its summary account of 
Moses' preaching bryond the Jordan. With the renewed emphasis upon 
the Torah (v. 44; cf. r :  5) and the allusion to the victories over Sihon 
and Og, this section now prepares more fully for the Decalogue to 
follow. Also, the further introduction of legal terms links the Torah 
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(instruction) with the Decalogue and other laws. The new term 

stipulations or 'testimonies' ('edot) may have been introduced to focus 

the Decalogue more directly, and also to form a bridge with the 

common pair decrees and laws, also found at 6: r 7, 20, concluding with 

this law (Torah) at 6:2 5 as a frame to 4:44-4 5 .  The reference to Beth 

Peor may have been meant to pattern God's intent to bless his people 
with these laws, as at :;\iumbers 23 :28 .  

B. The foundation and nature of Israel's covenant faith: the 
Decalogue and its demand for total allegiance to Yahweh 
(5 : 1  - 1 1 :32) 

A major new section of the book is introduced ( 5 :  l - r r :  3 2) which 
Lohfink ( r 963) has fittingly described as Haup�ebot (Principal Law) . 
These chapters are concerned v.Tith orientation, ethos, commitment 
and loyalty, and not with specific legal details. As a 'reverse mirror' 
to chapter 4, chapter 5 also presents a similar threefold view of 
history, by providing the 'blueprint' for Deuteronomy's themes 
(Olson 1 994: 40-48) . Within it, the Decalogue, or 'ten words' (cf. 
4: 1 3) ,  is now fully revealed, and becomes the foundation and 
prologue for both the general stipulations of 5 :  r - r r :  32 and the 
more specific laws of r 2: r - 26: r 9 .  

z: The heart of the covenant faith (;:r - 6:3) 

Context 
The Decalogue or 'ten words' not only form the basis of Israel's 
personal relationship with God, but they also define the basic 
demands of this covenant relationship, in a manner similar to the 
Near Eastern treaty pattern. Also at this point, Moses makes an 
important connection and contrast between the Decalogue given 
in the past at Horeb and the decrees and laws of Deuteronomy which 
are now declared in the peoples' hearing todqy (v. r ) . However, 
Moab is a renewal of Horeb, and not its replacement, and both 
are grounded in the exodus deliverance and Abrahamic promises 
(5 :6; 6 : 20-2 5 ;  7 : 1 2) (Barker 2004: 5 ) .  In order to give authority to 
the commandments or words of verses 6-2 l ,  Moses especially appeals 
to the voice of God at Horeb (five times in vv. 22-26), as well as 



I I 8  D E C T E R Cl :--; 0 :-.1 y 

(t6ra) that :'vfoses set before Israel, but now defined more precisely 
with further legal terminology. The renewed references to the vic

-
­

tories over Sihon and Og show that the first four chapters take as 
their main theme the beginning of the conquest, with the subduing 
of Transjordan being a kind of firstfruits (:\kComille 2002: l r4). As 
such, verses 44-49 form a frame for the first four chapters, and also 
serve a dual purpose in providing an introduction of conquest 
history to the covenant demands which follow (cf. Exod. 20: 1-2, 
3-2 I) . 

Comment 
44-4 5 .  This is the law Moses set before the Israelites (v: 44; cf. l :  5) links 

the following legal terms more precisely with what is to follow in 
chapter 5 .  The term law (t6rd) denotes instruction in a broad sense, 
and is further defined by the term stipulations or testimonies ('edut/ 
'edot) used only here in verse 4 5 and in 6: r 7, 20. This new term may 
refer to the Decalogue at 5 :6-zr (cf. Exod. 2 p 6; McBride r 987 :  
2 3 3-2 34),  which came to represent the particulars or conditions of 
the covenant requirement. This is  followed by the terms decrees 
(buqqfm = written down or inscribed) and laws (mifpatfm = rulings of 
a judge), as more explicit ways of defining the stipulations/testi­
monies (cf. 5 : 1 ,  3 1 ;  6 : r ,  20; r r : 32 ;  r 2: r ;  z6 : r 6-r7) . 

46. The more neutral Beth Peor ('house of Peor'; contrast Baal Peor 
at 4:3-4) not only points back to 3 : 29, but could well reflect 
Numbers 2 3 : 28 where Balaam also blessed Israel as a nation that 
devours hostile nations (Num. 24: 8). This meaning would suit the 
following verses. 

47-49. These verses are a summary description of what has 
already been given in 3 : 8-22. The land extended from Aroer in the 
south to Mount Hermon in the north. Hermon is called Siyon, which 
is probably a variant of Sirion (cf. n; Ps. 29:6). 

Meaning 
Verses 44-49 correspond to l : r- 5 ,  with its summary account of 
Moses' preaching bryond the Jordan. With the renewed emphasis upon 
the Torah (v. 44; cf. r :  5) and the allusion to the victories over Sihon 
and Og, this section now prepares more fully for the Decalogue to 
follow. Also, the further introduction of legal terms links the Torah 

D E C T E R Cl :--; Cl \! Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : 6 8 

(instruction) with the Decalogue and other laws. The new term 

stipulations or 'testimonies' ('edot) may have been introduced to focus 

the Decalogue more directly, and also to form a bridge with the 

common pair decrees and laws, also found at 6: r 7, 20, concluding with 

this law (Torah) at 6:2 5 as a frame to 4:44-4 5 .  The reference to Beth 

Peor may have been meant to pattern God's intent to bless his people 
with these laws, as at :;\iumbers 23 :28 .  

B. The foundation and nature of Israel's covenant faith: the 
Decalogue and its demand for total allegiance to Yahweh 
(5 : 1  - 1 1 :32) 

A major new section of the book is introduced ( 5 :  l - r r :  3 2) which 
Lohfink ( r 963) has fittingly described as Haup�ebot (Principal Law) . 
These chapters are concerned v.Tith orientation, ethos, commitment 
and loyalty, and not with specific legal details. As a 'reverse mirror' 
to chapter 4, chapter 5 also presents a similar threefold view of 
history, by providing the 'blueprint' for Deuteronomy's themes 
(Olson 1 994: 40-48) . Within it, the Decalogue, or 'ten words' (cf. 
4: 1 3) ,  is now fully revealed, and becomes the foundation and 
prologue for both the general stipulations of 5 :  r - r r :  32 and the 
more specific laws of r 2: r - 26: r 9 .  

z: The heart of the covenant faith (;:r - 6:3) 

Context 
The Decalogue or 'ten words' not only form the basis of Israel's 
personal relationship with God, but they also define the basic 
demands of this covenant relationship, in a manner similar to the 
Near Eastern treaty pattern. Also at this point, Moses makes an 
important connection and contrast between the Decalogue given 
in the past at Horeb and the decrees and laws of Deuteronomy which 
are now declared in the peoples' hearing todqy (v. r ) . However, 
Moab is a renewal of Horeb, and not its replacement, and both 
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to his appointed role as mediator by the people and the Lord 
(vv. 23-3 1) .  

Comment 
r-5 . Moses summoned all Israel (v. l ) indicates the convening of a 

covenant assembly, linking Horeb to Moab (29 :2  [ET] ; cf. Josh. 
24: 1 ) .  The words Hear, 0 Israel (v. l) not only brackets the section 
5 :  l to 6 :  3 ,  but also occurs at the commencement of important 
sections (4: 1 ;  6:4; 9 : 1 ;  20: 3 ;  2T9). In the treaty texts of the Ancient 
Near East, the verb 'hear' appears with the sense of 'obev' 
(Thompson 1 964: 3 6) .  

, 

2-3 . In these verses, Moses switches to the first-person plural 
with us, in order to make the important connection between the 
present generation gathered on the plains of Moab and the original 
covenant made (lit. 'cut a covenant') at Horeb. Not with our fathers 
(cf. l 1 : 2-7 not your children; 29 : 14) :  the fathers in question were the 
preceding generation, who died out during the wilderness wander­
ings ( 1 : 3 5 ;  2 : 14-1 6) .  But now the present generation (v. 3) 1 were 
called to identify fully with the Horeb covenant, as though they were 
present at its original making. 

4-5 . The LORD spoke to you face to face does not imply that Israel 
saw God. The language is metaphorical and suggests a 'direct' and 
'personal' form of covenant making (4: 1 2, q ,  3 3 , 36 ;  5 : 22 ;  34: 1 0; 
cf. Exod. 3 3 :7-2 3) .  Verse 5 takes the form of a parenthetical 
comment which seeks to explain how Moses acted as a mediator 
between the Lord and the people, lest the fire and voice of God 
should eventually consume them (4: 1 1-13 ;  5 : 2 5-27; cf. Exod. 1 9:24; 
24:2 ;  34: 3) .  

6. This verse is very important for understanding the Decalogue 
and subsequent laws, for it reveals: ( l ) the Lord's self-identification 
as I am the LORD your God who stands in covenant relationship with 
his people, corresponding to the preamble of the Near Eastern 
treaty; (2) who brought you out of Egypt, indicating prior redemptive 
initiative and grace, resembling the historical prologue of the treaty 

l .  Stated with seven different words, not fully captured by the NIV: \vi th 

us/we/these/here/today/all of us/living. 
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form. This twofold structure ""'ill continue to define the true nature 

of Israel's laws in Deuteronomy, justifying a claim to Israel's love, 

loyalty, obedience and affection throughout. 
7. The first commandment (following the classical reformed divi­

sion of the commandments) is a clear statement of a broad general 
principle, which undergirds all of the teaching of Deuteronomy. 
following verse 6, the Lord could justly command that, first and 
foremost, Israel shall have no other gods before me ('al panqy; v. 7) . 
Two issues are at stake here. (1) The demand for exclusive loyalty to 
Yahweh at this point is paralleled in the Ancient Near Eastern treaty 
texts by the necessary pledge of fidelity on the part of a vassal to the 
Suzerain ('Duppi-Tessub . . .  do not turn your eyes to anyone else. 
Your fathers presented tribute to Egypt; you [shall not do that!] ' 
ANET, l 9 50= 204) . ( 2) The phrase before me has been given several 
possible translations, but the suggestions 'in my presence' (6: 1 4-1 5 ;  
9 : 1 8 ;  1 6:2 1-22; cf. Exod. 34:6-14) ,  'beside me' (4: 3 5 ,  3 9; 6:4; 32 :39 ;  
cf. Josh. 24: 14-20) or 'in preference to me' (cf. 2 1 : 1 6) best suit the 
sense and context. At a linguistic and theological level, this implies 
monotheism (cf. 6:4- 5 ;  7 : 5 ,  9; 1 2: 1-3 ; 16 : 2 1-22) , as other gods exist 
in form and name only, but not in reality and power.2 

8-ro. The wording of the second commandment is virtually the 
same as that of Exodus 20:4-6. Since the first commandment has 
excluded other gods in general, it is probable that the command here 
refers to any physical representation of Yahweh (cf. 4: 1 5-19) .  This 
may also have a precedent with the golden calf episode at Exodus 
32 : 1-3 5 ,  especially if the calf was meant to represent Yahweh. 
However, it is also possible that the second commandment could 
be seen as an extension of the first commandment at verse 7, on 
the basis that the natural antecedent of them in verse 9 is other gods in 
verse 7. The combined argument of both commandments would 
then come to mean that any temptation by Israel to bow down 
and serve (worship) other gods, including Yahweh himself, by means of 
an image or idol (jJesel), in the form of anything in creation, 
was expressly forbidden (4: 1 5-19 ;  29: 1 7; cf. Exod. 3 2:7-8 ; 

2. Compare also an inscription found at Kuntillet 'Ajrud (ninth - eighth 

century BC) which refers to "\:'ahweh and his Asherah' (Hess 1 993 :  1 3-42). 
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7. The first commandment (following the classical reformed divi­

sion of the commandments) is a clear statement of a broad general 
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cf. Josh. 24: 14-20) or 'in preference to me' (cf. 2 1 : 1 6) best suit the 
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monotheism (cf. 6:4- 5 ;  7 : 5 ,  9; 1 2: 1-3 ; 16 : 2 1-22) , as other gods exist 
in form and name only, but not in reality and power.2 

8-ro. The wording of the second commandment is virtually the 
same as that of Exodus 20:4-6. Since the first commandment has 
excluded other gods in general, it is probable that the command here 
refers to any physical representation of Yahweh (cf. 4: 1 5-19) .  This 
may also have a precedent with the golden calf episode at Exodus 
32 : 1-3 5 ,  especially if the calf was meant to represent Yahweh. 
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be seen as an extension of the first commandment at verse 7, on 
the basis that the natural antecedent of them in verse 9 is other gods in 
verse 7. The combined argument of both commandments would 
then come to mean that any temptation by Israel to bow down 
and serve (worship) other gods, including Yahweh himself, by means of 
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was expressly forbidden (4: 1 5-19 ;  29: 1 7; cf. Exod. 3 2:7-8 ; 

2. Compare also an inscription found at Kuntillet 'Ajrud (ninth - eighth 

century BC) which refers to "\:'ahweh and his Asherah' (Hess 1 993 :  1 3-42). 
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34: 1 0-17) . 3  This is because the Lord claimed exclusi'-e covenant rela­
tionship over his people: far I, the LORD )'OUr God, am ajealous God (v. 
9) . The jealousy of Yahweh is not that of em-y, but a function of his 
covenant love and commitment to his people, requiring exclusive 
love and loyalty in return. The concept of Yahweh's jealou.y relates 
primarily to the embargo on the worship of rival gods (Deut. 4:24; 
5 :9; 6 : 14-1 5 ;  c£ Exod. 20: 5 ;  34: 14;Josh. 24: 14-20) who were really no 
gods and worthless idols (3 2 :21) ,  on a par with demons (32 : 1 7; Ps. 1 06:37). 
The result of this aspect of Yahweh's nature is expressed in 
contrasting terms (vv. 9b-ro; cf. ;:9-10; Exod. 34:6-7) . On the one 
hand (with regard to sin and its punishment) , three or four genera­
tions within an extended household were the maximum that was 
likely to be encountered (cf. Gen. 50: 2 3 ; Job 42: 1 6) .  This parallels 
and contrasts with the corresponding clause: but showing love (besed)4 
to a thousand generations (an unspecified number of future generations) 
ef those who love me and keep ll!)' commandments (c£ 6:20-25) .  

Taken together, the first and second commandments stand at the 
heart of all that follows in Deuteronomy, including the envelope of 
chapters 4 and 6, which surround the Decalogue in chapter 5 
(Wright 1 996: 72) . 

l r. The third commandment is linked to the first two, and at least 
three levels of meaning are present within Deuteronomy: (1) At the 
p1imary and vertical level is the prophet (1 8 :9-r 8) ,  who may make false 
claims of revelation (lit. 'You shall not lift up the name of Yahweh 
your God to "emptiness or worthlessness" ') .  This also relates to 
following other gods ( l p-5), or speaking in the name of other gods 
(1 8 :20), which incurs the death penalty. Israel as a covenant nation 
were called by the name of the Lord (28: r o) .  Furthermore, Israel are 
urged to take oaths in Yahweh's name alone, and not in the name of 
any other worthless god, since Israel belonged exclusively to Yahweh 
(6: 1 3-1 5 ;  r o:20; c£ ro :8 ;  1 2:2-5 ;  1 8 :20-22; 2 r : 5 ;  Exod. 2 3 : 1 3 ;  Josh. 
2 3 :7; Pss 1 6:4; 24: 3-4; Jer. 1 2: 1 6; Zeph. r : 5) .  (2) The second level of 
meaning (reflected by NW = misuse) at the horizontal level relates to 

3 .  Illustrated in Deuteronomy with the Baal of Peor (4: 3-4; cf. Num. 

2p- 1 8) and the golden calf episode 9:7 - 10:1  l ;  cf. Exod. 3 2: 1  - 34:28). 
4. Also at 7:9, l 2.  See 'i;esed', TDOT 5 :44-64. 

l 
l 
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false testimony or  \Vitness \Vi thin social and juridical contexts, in which 

the Lord's name would be invoked (falsely) against others (esp. po; 

19: 1 6-2 l ;  cf. Exod. 20:7, l 6; Lev. l 9: l 2; 24: 10-2 3 = cursing the name 
of God, tantamount to murder) . (3) Other levels of meaning include 
the breaking of covenant law in general (28:sr-10; also l p 2-18;  c£Jer. 
34:8-1 6) ,  keeping a vow or promise made to the Lord (23 :2 1-23 ;  c£ 
Judg. l qo-40; Eccl. 5 :4-7) , pagan practices (12 :  3 1 ;  cf. Lev. l 8 :2 1 ;  also 
14: 1-2, 2 1b ;  cf. Lev. 2 1 : 5 -6) , food laws (14: 3-2ra) ,  false reports, 
rumours and oaths (Exod. 2 3: l ;  Hos. 1 0:4) , false words, lying visions 
and magic (Ezek. 1 3 : 8-51) . These texts begin to illustrate the differ­
ence between the use and power of Yahweh's name for both good 
and worthless purposes. 5 

1 2-1 5 .  Of all the commandments, only the Sabbath command 
shows significant variations from its counterpart in Exodus 20:8-1 1 .  
(1) Lohfink (1 994: 248-264) has shown how motifs from the 
Decalogue's beginning (Egypt, the land ef slavery; v. 6) and ending (ox 
or donkry; v. 2 1) are present only in Deuteronomy's Sabbath 
command (vv. 14-1 5 ) .  This rhetorical effect therefore suggests that 
the concerns of the entire Decalogue are drawn together in the 
command to keep the Sabbath day, which Lohfink has termed a 
'Sabbath Decalogue'. To support this point, Lohfink ( 1 994: 2 57) has 
shown that in Deuteronomy, the Sabbath command structures the 
Decalogue into five blocks of alternating long and short statements, 
of which the third and central one is the Sabbath command. 

I. Worship of Yahweh 5 :6-10  Long 
IL Name of Yahweh 5 :  l l Short 

III. SABBATH 5 : 1 2-1 5 Long 

IV Parents p 6  Short 
v Moral commandment 5 : r ;-21 Long 

5. Harman ( 200 l :  76) suggests 'living as the people of God' without 

hypocrisy in his service. This also has support from the rabbinic 

suggestion that Aaron (Exod. 28: 1 2) and Israel (Num. 6:27) were both 

'bearers' of the name of God (cf. 28: 10) .  See Bar-Ilan (1989: 1 9-3 r ;  Heb.) . 
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(2) Lohfink (1 994: 2 5 2-25 3) also observes that, whereas Exodus 
20:8-1 l begins with Remember (zak6r), Deuteronomy begins with 
Observe (fam61J, stressing the need for obedience over that of 
remembrance.6 Deuteronomy mainly uses the verb remember (zakar) 
throughout to recall historical experience, including here at verse 
l 5 .  As Lohfink points out, Deuteronomy highlights the rhetori­
cally pleasing bracket of the Sabbath day in verses l 2-1 5 through 
a concentric structure produced by the common word pair 
observe and keep at either end (often found together throughout 
Deuteronomy) . 

p 2 Observe (Jamar) the Sabbath day 
5 :  l 2 as YHWH your God has commanded you. 
5 :  I4 to YHWH your God 
5 :  l 4 and your male and female slave 
p4 so that (as a mark of  the turning point of  the text) 
5 :  14  your male and female slave (may rest, a s  you do) 
5 :  l 5 YHWH your God 
5 :  l 5 therefore YHWH your God commanded you 
p 5 to keep (la'clfot) the Sabbath day 

(3) The main difference between the Sabbath command in 
Exodus and Deuteronomy is the motivation for keeping it. In Exodus 
20:8-1 l, this is linked to God's creational design, in which on the 
seventh day God rested from his work, thus making it holy (cf. Gen. 
2: 1-3). In Deuteronomy 5 :  l 5 ,  Sabbath observance is not rooted in 
God's creational act, but in God's redemptive act of exodus deliver­
ance, drawing particular attention to the fact that Israel were slaves 
in Egypt, and were delivered by nothing less than God's great 
creational acts of power, as well as his sense of covenant faithful­
ness and social justice. Israel is urged not to become like Pharaoh in 
its treatment of fellow Israelites within the Promised Land, espe­
cially in light of the fact that they were once slaves (p 5 ;  6 :2 1 ;  l 5 : 1 5 ;  
1 6: 1 2; 24: 1 8 , 22) and aliens ( 10 : 19 ;  2 3 :7) within Egypt. This would 

6. Miller ( 1990: 80). In Exodus, the community is called to remember, and 

obey out of that memory. 
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also account for the emphasis that Deuteronomy places upon the 
words so that )'OUr manservant and maidservant mq;· rest, as you do at the 
centre of this command at verse 14b (cf. Job 3 1 : 1 3-1 5 ) ,  not found 
in Exodus 20: 10  or 2 3 : 1 2  (see Lohfink's outline above) . The Sabbath 
principle relating to the poor, including the manservant and maidservant, 
is followed up in chapter l 5 ,  especially verses l 2-1 5 (oddly enough 
paralleling 5 : 1 2-1 5 ) ,  including the next usage of 5 : 1 5  (slavery 
followed by exodus deliverance) at l 5 : 1 5 within a formulated 
command. 

Because the Sabbath is centrally located (vv. l 2-1 5) ,  it is linked to 
both one's relationship to Yahweh before it (vv. 6-1 l) , and rela­
tionships at the human level after it (vv. r 6-2r ) .  The command to 
keep it ho/y (v. r 2) comes to mean that it should be set apart in terms 
of rest and non-activity from the normal pattern and cycle of work, 
facilitating focus on the Lord of the Sabbath (Exod. 20:8-r r ;  cf. 
Mark. 2 :27-28;  Acts. 20:7; r Cor. r 6:2) .  In this way, the Sabbath is a 
further bulwark against idolatry (relating to God) and exploitation 
of work (relating to humans), building the claims of the primary 
commandments into the ceaseless regularity of daily life itself 
(Wright 1 996: 74) . 

The words as the LORD your God has commanded you (vv. r 2, r 5 ,  r 6) 
are only connected to the two positive commands of Sabbath and 
parents. Further, because these two commands are the only ones 
whose motivations differ from those of Exodus 20, they may stress 
that the imperatives (or commands) themselves have been trans­
mitted unchanged, even if the motivations have been expanded 
(Nelson 2002: 83 ) .  At the same time, their particular importance for 
Deuteronomy may also be implied, especially if there was a real or 
potential problem in keeping them. 

The Sabbath commandment is addressed initially to those who 
own land, domestic animals and slaves. The division between work 
and leisure is not to be made on the basis of social class (slave, alien), 
gender (son or daughter, male or female slave) , or even non-human 
species (domestic animals; in v. r4your ox, your donkry, and aJ?Y are 
additions to Exod. 20: 10) ,  but provides an opportunity for leisure 
for all strata of society (Miller 1 9 8 5 :  S r-97). 

Finally, Sabbath in Deuteronomy not only looks backward to the 
exodus deliverance (cf. Exod. 5 : r-9;  Miller 1 990: S r) ,  but it also 
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looks fonvard to the occupation of the land as giving rest (3 :20; 

r 2 : r o; 2 5 : r 9; cf. Heb. 4: 1-1 l ) . 

r6. The mmTment from the fourth to the fifth commandment 
(cf Lev: l 9: 3) is from societv as a whole to the famih- that forms the - � 

basic unit of society. The fifth commandment is the only one which 
carries a promise Oong life in the land the LORD _your God is giving_you), 
and adds to Exodus 20: l 2 the sermonic words that it ma;• go well with 

you (cf 4:40) . After the first four commandments, which relate to 
the vertical divine-human relationships (5 :6-1 i ) , it is significant that 
the role and authority of parents heads the final six commandments 
(p6-21), which relate to the set of horizontal relationships between 
humans (cf 2 Tl  5 ,  r 6). This indicates four important thlngs. ( r )  In 
the hierarchy of human relationships, the relationship between chil­
dren and their parents ranks beneath only that of their relationship 
to God, which is primary, and establishes the model for the fifth 
commandment (4: 3 9-40; j :29-3 3 ;  6 : 1-3 , 1 8 , 24; cf. 1 2: 2 5 ,  28; 22:7) . 
(2) The command to Honour (kabbed) father and mother, meaning to 
give due respect, authority, weight or importance to them (in the pid 
intensive form of the verb) (cf. l Sam. 2:29; l Ho; Ps. 86:9) ,  
protected the basic kinship unit of the family, which was funda­
mental in the social realization and preservation of the covenant 
relationship between Israel and Yahweh. Therefore, whatever 
threatened the basic family unit, threatened the wider social basis 
of the whole covenant relationship, and was thus treated seriously 
(21 : 1 8-21 ;  2]: 1 6; cf Exod. 2 1 : 1 5 ,  1 7) (Wright 1 996: 77). (3) Thirdly, 
this command also placed a corresponding onus upon parents to 
be worthy of such honour, so that the child (or adult) could not be 
put into a position in which this honour would be difficult to give 
(Friedman 200 1 :  5 8 3) .  The ideal is for parents to be obedient and 
exemplary models and teachers of the law to succeeding gener­
ations of their children (6:20-25) .  (4) Finally, such honour given to 
parents would not only involve respect (Lev. 19 : 1-3 ,  3 2) and prac­
tical care (cf. John 1 9:25-27), but obedience to their modelling and 
teaching of God's law. This may then be seen as a brake and a 
restraining influence upon the commandments that follow. 

r 7-2 r .  The remaining five commandments may be regarded as a 
unit, connected by the word and. The first four categories of murder, 
adultery, theft and false testimo'?Y (in order of priority and importance) 
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sen-ed in Ancient :;\ear Eastern law codes as the general rubrics of 

all civil law. The laws are here stated in apodictic or command 
('Thou shalt not') form, whereas in the Code of Hammurabi they 

are in casuistic or case ('If . . .  then') form. 

17. In Hebrew there is no technical term for premeditated homi­

cide, as the term rilfab in Deuteronomy can be used for both inten­
tional (22:26; :\IV murder) and unintentional (4:42; 19 : 3-4; :\IV kills) 
acts of killing. Clearly, the meaning of this command in 
Deuteronomy relates to intentional and malicious acts of taking life, 
and therefore is here appropriately translated murder by :\IV. At the 
same time, this command may have also sought to place a brake 
upon 'blood revenge', as this practice may have been very difficult 

to control in ancient Israelite society. This concern is reflected at 
19: 1-ro, l l-1 3 ,  as well as at the very beginning of Deuteronomy 
with the appointment of the three cities of refuge east of the Jordan 
(4:41-43), so that the shedding of innocent blood would not pollute 
the land (cf Num. 3 5 :6-3 3 ,  esp. vv. 3 3-34) .  However, this command 
does not include the endorsement of other forms of killing, such as 
the total destruction (berem) of the inhabitants of the land of 
Canaan at 7: 1-26 (where rafab is not found) ; capital punishment for 
apostasy at 1 3 : 1-r r (where the word for 'put to death' at r 3 :9 is 
harag, cf Exod. l 3 :  l 5 ) ;  the legitimate handing over of a murderer to 
the avenger of blood ( 19 : 1  r-r3 ) ;  and the case of  a rebellious son 
( 2 l :  l 8-2 l ) .  Finally, murder heads this list in gravity and importance, 
because it is a desecration and violation of the dignity and worth 
of human beings made in the image of God (Gen. 9:6) . 

r8.  This command focuses on the specific sexual sin of adultery 
(na'ap) , and is defined at Leviticus 20: 1 0  as a man who commits adul­
tery (has sexual relations) with his neighbour's wife (Deut. 22:23-29 

also extends this to a virgin betrothed to be married) . At the heart 
of this command was the 'kinship' issue, as this related to the basic 
family unit (as the basis of society) , as well as to the extended family 
within Israel, which it sought to protect (also see comments at v. 16  

above) . Thus, as  an extension of this primary command, a range of 
other limitations were placed upon various sexual activities of  an 
improper kind (see Lev. 20: 1 0-24; cf Lev. 1 8 : 1-30) .  Like murder in 
the previous command, adultery and related sexual sins also defiled 
the land (Lev. l 8 :24-28). Further, the rape of a betrothed virgin is 
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looks fonvard to the occupation of the land as giving rest (3 :20; 

r 2 : r o; 2 5 : r 9; cf. Heb. 4: 1-1 l ) . 

r6. The mmTment from the fourth to the fifth commandment 
(cf Lev: l 9: 3) is from societv as a whole to the famih- that forms the - � 

basic unit of society. The fifth commandment is the only one which 
carries a promise Oong life in the land the LORD _your God is giving_you), 
and adds to Exodus 20: l 2 the sermonic words that it ma;• go well with 

you (cf 4:40) . After the first four commandments, which relate to 
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the avenger of blood ( 19 : 1  r-r3 ) ;  and the case of  a rebellious son 
( 2 l :  l 8-2 l ) .  Finally, murder heads this list in gravity and importance, 
because it is a desecration and violation of the dignity and worth 
of human beings made in the image of God (Gen. 9:6) . 

r8.  This command focuses on the specific sexual sin of adultery 
(na'ap) , and is defined at Leviticus 20: 1 0  as a man who commits adul­
tery (has sexual relations) with his neighbour's wife (Deut. 22:23-29 

also extends this to a virgin betrothed to be married) . At the heart 
of this command was the 'kinship' issue, as this related to the basic 
family unit (as the basis of society) , as well as to the extended family 
within Israel, which it sought to protect (also see comments at v. 16  

above) . Thus, as  an extension of this primary command, a range of 
other limitations were placed upon various sexual activities of  an 
improper kind (see Lev. 20: 1 0-24; cf Lev. 1 8 : 1-30) .  Like murder in 
the previous command, adultery and related sexual sins also defiled 
the land (Lev. l 8 :24-28). Further, the rape of a betrothed virgin is 



128  D E C T E R 0 '..; 0 :\i y 

likened to murder (Deut. 22:26). In the 1\ ... 1'1cient Near East, adultery 
was called 'the Great Sin' (associated with anarchy) , a:J.d carried \Vith 
it a great deal of shame and guilt (cf. Gen. 20:9). In the Old 
Testament, the penalty was capital punishmem (Deut. 22:22-27; cf. 
Lev. 20: 1 0) .  The phrase the great sin is also used of idolatl)' (Exod. 
3 2: 2 1 ,  3 0, 3 1 ) ,  and finally links the use of adultery language with 
Israel's disloyalty to Yahweh (Isa. 57 :8 ; Jer. p-1 3 ;  Ezek. 2 n6-49; 
Hos. 1 :2; 4: 1-1 9) .  

1 9 .  At the centre of these five remaining commandments i s  the 
prohibition of theft (ganab) , even though the verb can mean 'kidnap' 
in other contexts (cf. Exod. 2 1 : 1 6; Deut. 24:7). In many ways, the 
concept of theft can relate to the commandments either side of it. 
At commandment six, murder is the theft of life; then at command­
ment seven, adultery is the virtual theft of a neighbour's wife, as well 
as the purity and sanctity of the marriage relationship. Here in v. 1 9, 
theft relates to goods and possessions, which are a vital part of 
whoever owns them. Further on in commandment nine (v. 20),jalse 
testimo'!Y is theft by means of character assassination and betrayal, as 
well as withholding justice (cf. Zech. 5 :  1-4) . Finally, this is followed 
by commandment ten (v. 21 )  on covetousness, the most subtle and 
potentially dangerous of all, as it is theft by inward desire, which 
may lead to action relating to any of the others. In contrast to 
Ancient Near Eastern law codes, theft in the Old Testament was 
not punished by death, but was remedied by restitution of different 
kinds (Exod. 22:1-1 5) ,  thus illustrating the importance placed upon 
human life over that of material goods. 

20. The ninth commandment is specifically aimed at prohibiting 
false testimo'!Y against one's neighbour, where it counted most, within 
a court of law. This is demonstrated by the application of this 
commandment at 1 9 :  1 6-2 1 .  False charges could be brought against 
a person for a number of different motives and reasons, one of the 
most famous being the greed and murderous intent behind the story 
of Naboth's vineyard (1 Kgs 2 1 : 1-29). But it was made difficult to 
do so, not only because of the strict set of legal checks and balances 
that had to be met, including witnesses, but also because the stakes 
were very high for a person bringing a false charge, with the 'law of 
talion' ( rye far rye, tooth far tooth) being applied to this person as well 
(cf. 2p-3). Here the word false translates Jaw' (meaning 'empty' or 
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'without substance') , and is the same word used for the misuse of 
the divine name at 5 :  r r  (see comments on v. 1 1 ) .  On this basis, 
Deuteronomy wants to make the point that breaking the ninth 
commandment would frequently involve breaking the third, which 
increased its seriousness (Wright 1 996: 84) .  

2r .  The tenth commandment radicalizes the law by focusing on 
covetousness or strong inward desire, which can lead to wrong action 
(7: 2 5 ;  cf. Josh. 7 :zr) .  The command in Deuteronomy differs from 
that in Exodus 20: 1 7, by beginningyou shall not covet (bamad) your 
neighbour's wife, or by setting your desire ('awd) on your neighbour's 
house, land, manservant or maidservant, ox or donkey, or anything 
that belongs to your neighbour. Thus in Deuteronomy, house and 
wife are reversed, and land is added to house (cf. 2 Kgs 8 : 3 ,  5 ) .  Also, 
Deuteronomy only uses the verb bamad (covet; NN) for neighbour's 
wife (but it is used for all groups in Exod. 20: 17) ,  and has a different 
verb, desire ( awd),  for the other categories. The prominence given to 
the wife may well reflect a theological development in which 
women's rights were being increasingly recognized by Moses on the 
eve of the conquest and occupation of the land (e.g. 2 1 : 1 0-14; 
22 : 1 3-1 9; 24: 1-5 ;  2 5 : 5-ro; cf. Num. 27:1-r r ;  36 : 1-13) .  

22-27. These verses provide a narrative envelope to the 
Decalogue and, as such, pick up and develop verses 1-5 (esp. vv. 4-
5) .  Their main purpose is first of all to establish the distinct status 
and authority of the 'ten words' as coming from Yahweh, as well as 
record the fear of the people, leading to the authority invested in 
Moses as mediator of the law by both the people and God. 

22. Verse 22 functions as a summary conclusion to the 'ten words' 
and a bridge to what follows. Also, whereas in 5 :  r -5 the order is 
covenant plus theophany, this is now reversed to theophany plus 
covenant in 5 :22  (Christensen 200 1 :  1 26) . This verse  recalls the 
language of the Sinai theophany of 4: 1 0-14 (cf. Exod. 1 9 : 1 6-21), 
highlighting the divine source and authority of  the Ten 
Commandments (proclaimed in a loud voice) , as well as their 
completeness and finality (he added nothing more), and concluding with 
their fixed and permanent nature (he wrote them on two stone tablets) 
(4: 1 3 ;  9 : 10; cf. Exod. p : 1 8) .  

23-27. Whereas verse 22  made its own unique link back to 
Exodus 1 9 : 1 6-21 and the Sinai theophany just before the giving of 
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likened to murder (Deut. 22:26). In the 1\ ... 1'1cient Near East, adultery 
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1 9 .  At the centre of these five remaining commandments i s  the 
prohibition of theft (ganab) , even though the verb can mean 'kidnap' 
in other contexts (cf. Exod. 2 1 : 1 6; Deut. 24:7). In many ways, the 
concept of theft can relate to the commandments either side of it. 
At commandment six, murder is the theft of life; then at command­
ment seven, adultery is the virtual theft of a neighbour's wife, as well 
as the purity and sanctity of the marriage relationship. Here in v. 1 9, 
theft relates to goods and possessions, which are a vital part of 
whoever owns them. Further on in commandment nine (v. 20),jalse 
testimo'!Y is theft by means of character assassination and betrayal, as 
well as withholding justice (cf. Zech. 5 :  1-4) . Finally, this is followed 
by commandment ten (v. 21 )  on covetousness, the most subtle and 
potentially dangerous of all, as it is theft by inward desire, which 
may lead to action relating to any of the others. In contrast to 
Ancient Near Eastern law codes, theft in the Old Testament was 
not punished by death, but was remedied by restitution of different 
kinds (Exod. 22:1-1 5) ,  thus illustrating the importance placed upon 
human life over that of material goods. 

20. The ninth commandment is specifically aimed at prohibiting 
false testimo'!Y against one's neighbour, where it counted most, within 
a court of law. This is demonstrated by the application of this 
commandment at 1 9 :  1 6-2 1 .  False charges could be brought against 
a person for a number of different motives and reasons, one of the 
most famous being the greed and murderous intent behind the story 
of Naboth's vineyard (1 Kgs 2 1 : 1-29). But it was made difficult to 
do so, not only because of the strict set of legal checks and balances 
that had to be met, including witnesses, but also because the stakes 
were very high for a person bringing a false charge, with the 'law of 
talion' ( rye far rye, tooth far tooth) being applied to this person as well 
(cf. 2p-3). Here the word false translates Jaw' (meaning 'empty' or 
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'without substance') , and is the same word used for the misuse of 
the divine name at 5 :  r r  (see comments on v. 1 1 ) .  On this basis, 
Deuteronomy wants to make the point that breaking the ninth 
commandment would frequently involve breaking the third, which 
increased its seriousness (Wright 1 996: 84) .  

2r .  The tenth commandment radicalizes the law by focusing on 
covetousness or strong inward desire, which can lead to wrong action 
(7: 2 5 ;  cf. Josh. 7 :zr) .  The command in Deuteronomy differs from 
that in Exodus 20: 1 7, by beginningyou shall not covet (bamad) your 
neighbour's wife, or by setting your desire ('awd) on your neighbour's 
house, land, manservant or maidservant, ox or donkey, or anything 
that belongs to your neighbour. Thus in Deuteronomy, house and 
wife are reversed, and land is added to house (cf. 2 Kgs 8 : 3 ,  5 ) .  Also, 
Deuteronomy only uses the verb bamad (covet; NN) for neighbour's 
wife (but it is used for all groups in Exod. 20: 17) ,  and has a different 
verb, desire ( awd),  for the other categories. The prominence given to 
the wife may well reflect a theological development in which 
women's rights were being increasingly recognized by Moses on the 
eve of the conquest and occupation of the land (e.g. 2 1 : 1 0-14; 
22 : 1 3-1 9; 24: 1-5 ;  2 5 : 5-ro; cf. Num. 27:1-r r ;  36 : 1-13) .  

22-27. These verses provide a narrative envelope to the 
Decalogue and, as such, pick up and develop verses 1-5 (esp. vv. 4-
5) .  Their main purpose is first of all to establish the distinct status 
and authority of the 'ten words' as coming from Yahweh, as well as 
record the fear of the people, leading to the authority invested in 
Moses as mediator of the law by both the people and God. 

22. Verse 22 functions as a summary conclusion to the 'ten words' 
and a bridge to what follows. Also, whereas in 5 :  r -5 the order is 
covenant plus theophany, this is now reversed to theophany plus 
covenant in 5 :22  (Christensen 200 1 :  1 26) . This verse  recalls the 
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highlighting the divine source and authority of  the Ten 
Commandments (proclaimed in a loud voice) , as well as their 
completeness and finality (he added nothing more), and concluding with 
their fixed and permanent nature (he wrote them on two stone tablets) 
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the Ten Commandments at Exodus 2o: r - 1 7 ,  verses 2 3-27 like\vise 
make their own unique and expansive link with Exodus 20: r 8-2 r ,  
the passage immediately after Exodus 20: r-1 7. Deuteronomy draws 
attention to the fact that Israel was shown God's glory and mqjesf]', 
and had heard his voice out of the fire (not directly evident in Exodus 
20: 1 8-2 1 ,  where the people stq;'ed at a distance) , causing the elders of 
the tribes to confess that a man can still live, even if God speaks 
with him (v. 24; cf. 4: 3 3) .  But this revelation suddenly brought home 
to them a vivid sense of their mortality, with verse 2 5  as the rhetor­
ical midpoint of this passage: But now, why should we die? Mayes ( l 979: 
173) sees a contradiction between verses 24 and 25 as coming from 
different hands. But here, it may have been a case of 'safety first' 
on behalf of the elders, in not knowing quite how far such a unique 
experience of hearing the voice of the living God could be 
presumed upon by mortal man (v. 26) .  As a variation to this, Exodus 
20:20 offers a theological reason in terms of God's testing his people 
in order that they mightftar him and be kept from sinning. Finally, 
on the basis of the theophany revealed to them (v. 24) , the elders 
unanimously commission Moses to be their mediator (cf. 1 8 : 1  5-20), 
and at the same time they commit the people of Israel to listen and 
obry (v. 27; cf. Exod. 1 9:7-8) . 

28-29. Such a response from the people received the approval 
of God as good,7 which at the same time placed God's own stamp of 
approval upon Moses as mediator of his laws (v. 28) . Then in verse 
29 the Lord expressed a wish (mi yiten) , literally translated 'Who 
would give or make it so?' (cf. Exod. 1 6 : 3 ) .  The people had often 
failed to display a heart in step with God's will. But on this occa­
sion, Israel's own fear of God (cf. Exod. 20:20 ), as the gathered 
assembly at Horeb within the context of receiving and obeying the 
law, would be the key to all future success alwqys, so that it might go well 
(be 'good') with them and their children for ever (v. 29) . At the same time, 
these words also express a sense of future failure, and anticipate 
God's final remedy (30 : 1-10) .  

3 0-3 r .  Having dismissed the formal assembly (v. 3 0) ,  the 

7. Witnessed in the Amarna letters (EA 99: 17; 369 :  21) of the fourteenth 

century BC. 
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emphasis i s  now upon Moses. Verse 3 l begins But you (emphatic 

personal pronoun) . Moses alone will now receive God's laws to give 
to the people at a later time. As such, Moses will become a prophetic 
guardian and teacher of God's will and law (1 8 : 1 4-2 1 ;  cf. Jer. 2 3 : 1 8) .  
\\'.right ( 1996: 9 1) notes here that there is a hint of God's conversa­
tional politeness and intimacy with Moses which will no longer 
involve the loud voice heard by the people ( 5 : 2 2) .  The term command 
(mi.fwa, sing; v. 3 r) could relate to the Decalogue at this point, and 
also refers comprehensively to the whole law in Deuteronomy. As 

such, it acts as an umbrella term or unifying concept (see 6 :  l ,  2 5 ;  
7 : 1  l ;  8 : 1 ;  l 1 : 8 ,  2 2) ,  whereas decrees (buqqim) and laws (mifpatfm) 
together or separately refer to the specific elements of the covenant 
law. Moses was instructed to teach these laws to the people as their 
guide for life in the Promised Land. 

5:32 - 6:3 .  These verses make up a transitional section similar to 
r l :  3 2 - r 2: l later on and, as such, argue for the unity of this section 
and the important link between chapters 5 and 6.  

5 :32-3 3 .  The direct speech Be careful to do (v. 3 2a) takes us back to 
the same words at the beginning of this chapter, be sure to follow them 
(5 : 1 b) ,  and anticipates the same combination at 6 :p (also at 6:25  
and ; : 1 1) .  Here verse 3 2b includes the phrase do not turn aside (swT) to 
the right or to the left, for added rhetorical effect. These words follow 
the 'journey' and 'path' language of 2:27 (also see 17 : 1 l ,  20; 2 8 : 14) 
and are continued in verse 3 3 a: Walk (halak) in all the wqy (derek) that 
the LORD your God has commanded you. The laws of Deuteronomy are 
like a straight and well-marked 'path' or road, without any detours. 
Therefore, it was imperative for Israel to follow the Lord in all the 
way that he had commanded (repeated in vv. 3 2-3 3 ) .  Placed here, these 
verses are not seen as an intrusion on the assumption that the law 
had already been given, but may be perceived as anticipating the full 
complement of laws to follow. This would also suggest that what is 
true of the Decalogue to begin with Gust given) will also be true for 
the other laws in Deuteronomy (cf. 1 0: 1 2- 1 3 ;  l 1 :22) ,  with the atten­
dant motivational blessing so that you mqy live and prosper and prolong 

your dqys in the land that you will possess as a fitting conclusion to the 
chapter (cf. 4:40; p6,  3 3 ;  6 : 1-3,  24; 22 :7) . 

6: 1-3. In Hebrew, the opening words 'And this is the command 
(sing.) , the decrees and the laws' pick up and repeat 5 : 3 1 , with the 
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the Ten Commandments at Exodus 2o: r - 1 7 ,  verses 2 3-27 like\vise 
make their own unique and expansive link with Exodus 20: r 8-2 r ,  
the passage immediately after Exodus 20: r-1 7. Deuteronomy draws 
attention to the fact that Israel was shown God's glory and mqjesf]', 
and had heard his voice out of the fire (not directly evident in Exodus 
20: 1 8-2 1 ,  where the people stq;'ed at a distance) , causing the elders of 
the tribes to confess that a man can still live, even if God speaks 
with him (v. 24; cf. 4: 3 3) .  But this revelation suddenly brought home 
to them a vivid sense of their mortality, with verse 2 5  as the rhetor­
ical midpoint of this passage: But now, why should we die? Mayes ( l 979: 
173) sees a contradiction between verses 24 and 25 as coming from 
different hands. But here, it may have been a case of 'safety first' 
on behalf of the elders, in not knowing quite how far such a unique 
experience of hearing the voice of the living God could be 
presumed upon by mortal man (v. 26) .  As a variation to this, Exodus 
20:20 offers a theological reason in terms of God's testing his people 
in order that they mightftar him and be kept from sinning. Finally, 
on the basis of the theophany revealed to them (v. 24) , the elders 
unanimously commission Moses to be their mediator (cf. 1 8 : 1  5-20), 
and at the same time they commit the people of Israel to listen and 
obry (v. 27; cf. Exod. 1 9:7-8) . 

28-29. Such a response from the people received the approval 
of God as good,7 which at the same time placed God's own stamp of 
approval upon Moses as mediator of his laws (v. 28) . Then in verse 
29 the Lord expressed a wish (mi yiten) , literally translated 'Who 
would give or make it so?' (cf. Exod. 1 6 : 3 ) .  The people had often 
failed to display a heart in step with God's will. But on this occa­
sion, Israel's own fear of God (cf. Exod. 20:20 ), as the gathered 
assembly at Horeb within the context of receiving and obeying the 
law, would be the key to all future success alwqys, so that it might go well 
(be 'good') with them and their children for ever (v. 29) . At the same time, 
these words also express a sense of future failure, and anticipate 
God's final remedy (30 : 1-10) .  

3 0-3 r .  Having dismissed the formal assembly (v. 3 0) ,  the 

7. Witnessed in the Amarna letters (EA 99: 17; 369 :  21) of the fourteenth 

century BC. 
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emphasis i s  now upon Moses. Verse 3 l begins But you (emphatic 

personal pronoun) . Moses alone will now receive God's laws to give 
to the people at a later time. As such, Moses will become a prophetic 
guardian and teacher of God's will and law (1 8 : 1 4-2 1 ;  cf. Jer. 2 3 : 1 8) .  
\\'.right ( 1996: 9 1) notes here that there is a hint of God's conversa­
tional politeness and intimacy with Moses which will no longer 
involve the loud voice heard by the people ( 5 : 2 2) .  The term command 
(mi.fwa, sing; v. 3 r) could relate to the Decalogue at this point, and 
also refers comprehensively to the whole law in Deuteronomy. As 

such, it acts as an umbrella term or unifying concept (see 6 :  l ,  2 5 ;  
7 : 1  l ;  8 : 1 ;  l 1 : 8 ,  2 2) ,  whereas decrees (buqqim) and laws (mifpatfm) 
together or separately refer to the specific elements of the covenant 
law. Moses was instructed to teach these laws to the people as their 
guide for life in the Promised Land. 

5:32 - 6:3 .  These verses make up a transitional section similar to 
r l :  3 2 - r 2: l later on and, as such, argue for the unity of this section 
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the same words at the beginning of this chapter, be sure to follow them 
(5 : 1 b) ,  and anticipates the same combination at 6 :p (also at 6:25  
and ; : 1 1) .  Here verse 3 2b includes the phrase do not turn aside (swT) to 
the right or to the left, for added rhetorical effect. These words follow 
the 'journey' and 'path' language of 2:27 (also see 17 : 1 l ,  20; 2 8 : 14) 
and are continued in verse 3 3 a: Walk (halak) in all the wqy (derek) that 
the LORD your God has commanded you. The laws of Deuteronomy are 
like a straight and well-marked 'path' or road, without any detours. 
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verses are not seen as an intrusion on the assumption that the law 
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addition that Moses is now passing on exactly what the LORD your 
God directed me to teach ]OU to do, repeating the original purpose of 
1 : 1-5 (see commentary on these verses). And so the sequence of 
meaning is: 'God gave me all this command (5 : 3 l) . . .  So be careful 
to do all that God has commanded you ( H 2-3 3)  . . .  And this is it 
(6: 1 -3) . . .  ! '  (Wright 1 996 :  93 ) ,  anticipating the Shema at 6:4-9. 
Verses 2-3 look to the future by introducing (so tha� four additional, 
motivational expressions (relating to fear of the Lord, long life, well­
being, and increased posterity) . Also, each verse begins with the 
second-person singular form of address (thereby possibly stressing 
the importance of the individual within corporate Israel), relating to 
the keeping of the law. The large increase in population was a 
covenant promise (Gen. l 2:2; r 5 : 2-6; 17 :2 ,  6). If Israel wanted the 
full enjoyment of the good things promised by the Lord, then 
wholehearted obedience was essential. Finally, the expression milk 
and honry (also at 1 1 :9 ;  26:9,  r s ;  27 : 3 ;  3 1 : 20; cf. p: 1 3-14) is first 
encountered in the words of the Lord to Moses at the burning bush 
(Exod. 3 : 8 ,  1 1) .  Apparently it was a well-established literary motif, 
probably referring to the milk of goats and the syrup of dates 
(Hoppe 1 99 3 :  1 60), and relating to the overall bounty of the land of 
Canaan (Num. 1 3 :2 3-27) . Similar expressions are found in the 
ancient Egyptian Tale of Sinuhe, 8 as well as in the Ugaritic epic of 
Baal and Mot,9 which describes the return of fertility to the land 
with the words: 

The skies will rain down fat (milk) 
And the valleys will flow with honey. 

Meaning 
The section p - 6: 3 is framed by Israel's call to hear the command/ s, 

decrees and laws, that she might learn to obey and follow them. Within 

chapter 5 ,  Moses spells out the detailed blueprint of the Decalogue 

or 'ten words' (command/ s) which form the basic building blocks for 

Israel's covenant faith and further laws in Deuteronomy (decrees and 

8. ANET, pp. 1 8-25 ,  lines 80-90. 
9. A./\/ET, p. 140 (iii-iv), lines 6-7. 
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laws) . As such, chapter 5 is the reverse side mirror to chapter 4, where 
Israel heard only the voice of God at Horeb, but saw no form, 
imparting to them the 'ten words' as well as the decrees and laws (4: l 2-
14). But chapter 5 now adds the importance of Moses' mediatorial 
role and authority in receiving the laws and communicating them to 
the people (p3-3 l) . It also highlights the people's fear as the kry to 
their future obedience of the law and success within the land (5 :29) . 
Further, Moab is a renewal of Horeb, and not its replacement, in 
terms of the laws now given. Taken together, the first and second 
commandments (5 :6-r o) stand at the heart of all that follows in 
Deuteronomy, including the envelope of chapters 4 and 6, which 
surround chapter 5 .  Standing at the centre of the Decalogue ( 5 :  l 2-
1 5 ) is the Sabbath command, which is the onlv one which reveals 
significant variations from its counterpart in Exodus 20:8-1 l .  It not 
only relates to the laws either side of it, but has important implica­
tions for Deuteronomy's humanitarian concerns of social justice (i.e. 
l 5 :  r 2-1 5 ) .  In this way, Deuteronomy preserves at the heart of its 
Decalogue the essence of the greatest commandment of Jesus, 
namely love for God, and love of neighbour as oneself (cf. Deut. 
6:4- 5 ;  Lev. 1 9 : 1 8 ;  Matt. 22 : 34-3 9; Mark. 1 2:28-34; Luke 10 :2 5-28). 

ii. The heart of Israel's faith and confession (6:4-25) 

Context 
This section now moves us to the heart of Israel's faith and confes­
sion, and the book of Deuteronomy itself, as an expression and 
extension of the first two commandments in particular (5 :6-ro) ,  
giving essential expression to Israel's covenant faith. Already we 
have noted that Deuteronomy 4 and 6, like an envelope around the 
Decalogue in chapter 5 ,  are really extended meditations on the first 
two commandments (Wright 1 996: 72) . These are then developed in 
chapters 6 - l l ,  and also take up fresh importance within the laws 
of chapters r 2 - 26. 

Comment 
4. Hear, 0 Israel. The section (vv. 4-9) has been known to the 

Jews for many centuries as the 'Shema', patterned on the first 
Hebrew word Hear (implying 'listen carefully' and 'obey'), and has 
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laws) . As such, chapter 5 is the reverse side mirror to chapter 4, where 
Israel heard only the voice of God at Horeb, but saw no form, 
imparting to them the 'ten words' as well as the decrees and laws (4: l 2-
14). But chapter 5 now adds the importance of Moses' mediatorial 
role and authority in receiving the laws and communicating them to 
the people (p3-3 l) . It also highlights the people's fear as the kry to 
their future obedience of the law and success within the land (5 :29) . 
Further, Moab is a renewal of Horeb, and not its replacement, in 
terms of the laws now given. Taken together, the first and second 
commandments (5 :6-r o) stand at the heart of all that follows in 
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sion, and the book of Deuteronomy itself, as an expression and 
extension of the first two commandments in particular (5 :6-ro) ,  
giving essential expression to Israel's covenant faith. Already we 
have noted that Deuteronomy 4 and 6, like an envelope around the 
Decalogue in chapter 5 ,  are really extended meditations on the first 
two commandments (Wright 1 996: 72) . These are then developed in 
chapters 6 - l l ,  and also take up fresh importance within the laws 
of chapters r 2 - 26. 

Comment 
4. Hear, 0 Israel. The section (vv. 4-9) has been known to the 

Jews for many centuries as the 'Shema', patterned on the first 
Hebrew word Hear (implying 'listen carefully' and 'obey'), and has 
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been recited along with Deuteronomy 1 1 : 1 3 -2 1 and Numbers 
1 5 : 3  7-41 as a daily prayer. 

The second half of this verse has been more difficult to translate, 

because of two main issues. First, the four Hebrew words, Yahweh/ 
our God/ Yahweh/ one, have no verb 'to be' (i.e. is) within the struc­

ture of the phrase. How then do we read it? Its sense is governed 

by where we think that is should be located, and even whether this 

should be understood once or twice. The second problem relates to 

the last word one (Heb. 'ebad).  Should it be translated as an adjective 

('one') or an adverb ('alone') ? The l\IV footnote points out that at 

least four readings are possible: 

(a) Yahweh is our God; Yahweh is one. 
(b) Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone (NRSV; JPS); (or our God 

is Yahweh, Yahweh alone) . 

(c) Yahweh our God, Yahweh is one (!\IV) . 

(d) Yahweh our God is one Yahweh. 

The Septuagint (LXX) renders these words as: 'The Lord our God is 

one Lord', which suits options (c) and (d) above, and connects back 

to 4: 3 5 ,  3 9 .  It anticipates texts such as 3 2 : 3 9; Isaiah 43 : 1 1 ;  44:6, 8 ;  

4 5 : 5 -6, 1 8 , 2 1-22; 46:9; Zechariah 1 4:9; and underlies Mark 1 2:29 

in the New Testament. This accumulated evidence begins to point 

strongly towards a 'monotheistic' ('sole', 'unique', 'one and only', 'one 

and not many') understanding of the word 'one' (Heb. 'ebad) here. 

This commentary adopts the NIV translation at option (c) above 

as the preferred reading, supported by the fact that 'Yahweh' and 

'our God' always stand together in apposition (i.e. 'Yahweh our 

God') in Deuteronomy (found from 1 :6 - 6:4), and never function 
as subject and predicate (i.e. 'Yahweh is our God') . The first two 
options (a) and (b) , beginning 'Yahweh is our God' (subject and 

predicate) , draw attention to the special relationship between Yahweh 

and Israel, but (a) also includes a statement about God ('Yahweh is 

one') . Options (c) and (d) are phrased more as statements describing 

the nature and character of God. 

Also following option (c) , Moberly (1 999: 1 3 2-13 3) gives import­

ant argument to the meaning of 'one' as 'unique' or 'one and only' 

on the basis of Song of Songs 6 :8-9, and goes on to say that this 
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passage acknowledges other women as well, but only one is unique. 
This fits well with the translation of 'one' as 'alone' (a very rnre use 

of 'ebad in Hebrew) , also implying a relational meaning between 

Israel and God. 

It has been argued by Moberly and others that to speak of 

Yahweh as one in verse 4 cannot be understood apart from the 

appropriate human response to love Yahweh in verse 5 .  In other 

words, Israel's love affirms Yahweh's uniqueness in a confessional 

manner, but not as an intellectual exercise arriving at a doctrine of 

God that may be called 'monotheism' (MacDonald 200 3 :  209). Then 

the issue related to our God (v. 4) , and your God (v. 5)  is a way of high­

lighting Israel's need to give exclusive love to thezr unique God (or 

'one and only' covenant God) within the wider context of the many 

so-called rival gods yet to be encountered across the Jordan, 

supported at verses 1 3-1 5 .  Thus, in the light of verse 5 ,  verse 4 really 

intends to answer the question, 'Who really is our only God?' The 

answer is, 'Our only God is Yahweh' (Nelson 2002: 90) . But at 

another important level, verses 4 and 5 can also b e  seen as a 

monotheistic confession about God himself, based on the Lord's 

redemptive actions in the past (4: 3 2-40; 5 :6-7; 6 :20-25) in answer to 

the question, 'Who really is God?' ( c£ Exod. 5 :1;  r p r) .  The answer 

to this question is, 'Yahweh our God is God, he is the one (unique 

God); 10 besides him there is no other' (4: 3 5 ,  3 9; 5 :6-7; Harman 200 1 :  

8 8) .  Understood i n  this way, the command to love Yahweh in verse 

5 may also be seen as reciprocating the Lord's prior love in terms of 

Israel's election and exodus deliverance in 4:3 7-3 8, involving the 

monotheistic statement there is no other in the frames of this s ame 

passage at 4: 3 5 ,  3 9 and also at 5 :6-7, which, as already indicated, 

gives meaning to 6:4-9. Therefore, this need not involve the discus­

sion as to whether 6 :4- 5 implies a theoretical or philosophical 

monotheism at this point, for within the wider context, as we have 

just seen, it is 'Yahweh himself who defines what monotheism 

means' (Wright 1 996: 97) . This especially relates to the Lord's unique 

covenant relationship with Israel, something that no other god had, 

r o. Craigie (1976: 168-1 69) has suggested that one may be intended as a 

name or title of God. 
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or could have, in his 'oneness', incomparability or singularity (4: 1-

8,  3 2-40; 32 : 1-43). 
Our discussion of the alternative translations at 6:4 allows for 

both an exclusive relationship of love to be expressed to Yahweh as 
Israel's 'one and only' object of affection in the light of verse 5 ,  
supported at verses l 3-1 5 ,  as well as understanding one in verse 4 to 
be a classical statement of biblical 'monotheism', especially as recip­
rocating the Lord's prior redemptive love towards Israel at 4: 3 7-38, 
framed by 4: 3 5 ,  39.  

5 .  Love the LORD your God' (l\w) is better rendered, 'And you shall 
love the LORD your God' (Friedman 2001 :  5 86-5 87). This transla­
tion shows how the Hebrew text continues the force of the opening 

imperative (or command) hear at the beginning of verse 4, and now 
links that to the command to love God in this verse. Further, the 
phrase 'And you shall love' is the first of seven perfect verbs (all 2 
ms) prefaced with and, all with imperative force, linking verses 5-9. 

The call to love God is the appropriate response to all that verse 

4 implies about the uniqueness of Yahweh himself, as this relates to 

Israel, both past, present and future (see comments above on v. 4) . 

The call here for Israel to love ('ahab) God is the first of its. kind in 

the Pentateuch, but for that very reason, as part of Moses' farewell 

speech, it makes a fitting conclusion and response to all that the 

Lord had done for Israel from the call of Abraham to the present, 

in setting his love and affection (bafaq) upon them (4: 37 ;  7 :7-8, 1 2-1 3 ;  

r o: l 5 ;  2 3 :  5 ) .  Now in the form of  a command, Israel i s  exhorted to 

love the Lord in return, not in any formal or legalistic manner, even 

though certain attitudes and actions were expected as evidence of 

this love (well summed up at l 3: 3-4) , but with all your heart (the seat 

of mind and will, including a range of emotions and affections) and 

all your soul (the principle of life itself; cf. Gen. 2:7b; inner self and 

being) and with all your strength (resolve and strong commitment) (cf. 

2 Kgs 2 3 :2 5 ) .  
�· It is  difficult to decide whether these commandments ('words') 

(v. 6) refer to verses 4-5 just given (cf. Exod. l 3 :9, l 6), or include the 
preceding Decalogue ('ten words') written on two stone tablets 
(5 : 22) ,  or whether they anticipate all the teaching up to l l :  l 8-20 

where verses 6-9 are repeated. The phrase these commandments that I 
give you to todqy would suggest that at least the words Moses spoke up 
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to this point were meant, if not the whole teaching of the book. 
This teaching was to be upon ]Our hearts (cf l l: l 8), and not just left 
written on tables of stone (5 :22) , in order that Israel might have the 
ability and will to keep the Lord's commands always ( 5 : 29; cf 30:6, 

8, l4; Jer. 3 l :  3 3). In this forceful sequence of imperatives, there is a 
movement from the private heart of the individual (v. 6), outward via 

the fami!J in the home (v. 7; anticipating 6:20-25) ,  to the public realm 
of society at the gate (v. 9) , where public business, courts and markets 
were held (cf the comments on the law being accessible and nearin 
3 0: l l-14) .  Also there is a recognizable movement from the oral 
transmission of Moses' words (v. 7) to their witness in writing (vv. 
8-9), which follows the larger purpose of Deuteronomy in moving 

from oral (q) to written tradition (27:8), in making the words of 

this Torah clear (see comments on 1 : 1-5) .  
The terms 'sign/symbols' and 'frontlets/emblems' (NIV = fore­

heads-, v. 8) are first used in Exodus l 3 :9, l 6 of the dedication of the 
firstborn, and are most likely to be understood in a metaphorical 
sense here as well (i.e. keep these teachings at hand and right before 
one's ryes-, cf l 1 : 1 8; Prov. n ;  6 :2 1 ;  T3) ·  Yet it appears that the diffi­

culty of this interpretation is compounded by verse 9, which 
arguably could be understood in a literal sense (cf. l 1 : 1 9-20) . 
Traditionally, the Jews took both verses 8 and 9 literally with their 
prylacteries (Matt. 2 3 : 5) and 'Mezuzot' (boxes attached to the door­
posts), each containing the Shema as their principal texts. 

1 0-19. These verses serve to caution Israel that the positive 
commands of 6:47 can be quickly negated and undone. Thus we 
here have warnings at three important levels. And so the rhetorical 
effect of the whole passage is to sandwich the negative warnings 
of verses r o-19  between two very positive sections of Israel's 

response to Yahweh's uniqueness (vv. 4-9), and his love and grace 
in redeeming them (vv. 20-25),  which is characteristic of the balance 
of Deuteronomy as a whole (\'X!right 1 996: 10 1 ) .  

10-13.  The first warning i s  found here in verses 1 0-1 3 ,  and high­
lights the danger of forgetting the Lord in the light of his bountiful 
and 'ready-made' provision within the new Eden of the Promised 
Land, mirroring his anticipatory love and provision in creation 
(Gen. 1 : 1  - 2:25) ,  and recalling the oath he swore to Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob to give them the land. Craigie (1 976: 1 73) points out that 
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5 .  Love the LORD your God' (l\w) is better rendered, 'And you shall 
love the LORD your God' (Friedman 2001 :  5 86-5 87). This transla­
tion shows how the Hebrew text continues the force of the opening 

imperative (or command) hear at the beginning of verse 4, and now 
links that to the command to love God in this verse. Further, the 
phrase 'And you shall love' is the first of seven perfect verbs (all 2 
ms) prefaced with and, all with imperative force, linking verses 5-9. 

The call to love God is the appropriate response to all that verse 

4 implies about the uniqueness of Yahweh himself, as this relates to 

Israel, both past, present and future (see comments above on v. 4) . 

The call here for Israel to love ('ahab) God is the first of its. kind in 

the Pentateuch, but for that very reason, as part of Moses' farewell 

speech, it makes a fitting conclusion and response to all that the 

Lord had done for Israel from the call of Abraham to the present, 

in setting his love and affection (bafaq) upon them (4: 37 ;  7 :7-8, 1 2-1 3 ;  

r o: l 5 ;  2 3 :  5 ) .  Now in the form of  a command, Israel i s  exhorted to 

love the Lord in return, not in any formal or legalistic manner, even 

though certain attitudes and actions were expected as evidence of 

this love (well summed up at l 3: 3-4) , but with all your heart (the seat 

of mind and will, including a range of emotions and affections) and 

all your soul (the principle of life itself; cf. Gen. 2:7b; inner self and 

being) and with all your strength (resolve and strong commitment) (cf. 

2 Kgs 2 3 :2 5 ) .  
�· It is  difficult to decide whether these commandments ('words') 

(v. 6) refer to verses 4-5 just given (cf. Exod. l 3 :9, l 6), or include the 
preceding Decalogue ('ten words') written on two stone tablets 
(5 : 22) ,  or whether they anticipate all the teaching up to l l :  l 8-20 

where verses 6-9 are repeated. The phrase these commandments that I 
give you to todqy would suggest that at least the words Moses spoke up 
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to this point were meant, if not the whole teaching of the book. 
This teaching was to be upon ]Our hearts (cf l l: l 8), and not just left 
written on tables of stone (5 :22) , in order that Israel might have the 
ability and will to keep the Lord's commands always ( 5 : 29; cf 30:6, 

8, l4; Jer. 3 l :  3 3). In this forceful sequence of imperatives, there is a 
movement from the private heart of the individual (v. 6), outward via 

the fami!J in the home (v. 7; anticipating 6:20-25) ,  to the public realm 
of society at the gate (v. 9) , where public business, courts and markets 
were held (cf the comments on the law being accessible and nearin 
3 0: l l-14) .  Also there is a recognizable movement from the oral 
transmission of Moses' words (v. 7) to their witness in writing (vv. 
8-9), which follows the larger purpose of Deuteronomy in moving 

from oral (q) to written tradition (27:8), in making the words of 

this Torah clear (see comments on 1 : 1-5) .  
The terms 'sign/symbols' and 'frontlets/emblems' (NIV = fore­

heads-, v. 8) are first used in Exodus l 3 :9, l 6 of the dedication of the 
firstborn, and are most likely to be understood in a metaphorical 
sense here as well (i.e. keep these teachings at hand and right before 
one's ryes-, cf l 1 : 1 8; Prov. n ;  6 :2 1 ;  T3) ·  Yet it appears that the diffi­

culty of this interpretation is compounded by verse 9, which 
arguably could be understood in a literal sense (cf. l 1 : 1 9-20) . 
Traditionally, the Jews took both verses 8 and 9 literally with their 
prylacteries (Matt. 2 3 : 5) and 'Mezuzot' (boxes attached to the door­
posts), each containing the Shema as their principal texts. 

1 0-19. These verses serve to caution Israel that the positive 
commands of 6:47 can be quickly negated and undone. Thus we 
here have warnings at three important levels. And so the rhetorical 
effect of the whole passage is to sandwich the negative warnings 
of verses r o-19  between two very positive sections of Israel's 

response to Yahweh's uniqueness (vv. 4-9), and his love and grace 
in redeeming them (vv. 20-25),  which is characteristic of the balance 
of Deuteronomy as a whole (\'X!right 1 996: 10 1 ) .  

10-13.  The first warning i s  found here in verses 1 0-1 3 ,  and high­
lights the danger of forgetting the Lord in the light of his bountiful 
and 'ready-made' provision within the new Eden of the Promised 
Land, mirroring his anticipatory love and provision in creation 
(Gen. 1 : 1  - 2:25) ,  and recalling the oath he swore to Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob to give them the land. Craigie (1 976: 1 73) points out that 
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verses r ob-I I have a certain poetic quality about them, in which the 
pleasantness of the land is portrayed, but this is then shattered with 
the words of ,-erse I 2: Be careful [keep watch] that ]OU do not forget the 
LORD, who brought )'OU • . .  out of the land of slaveiJ'· Israel's new-found 
affluence and spirit of self-sufficiency and pride would quickly lead 
to forgetfulness about what Yahweh had rescued them from (the 
!and of slave!]') , and for what reason. This in turn would dull their 
sense of covenant understanding and obligation before God in 
loving him exclusively and keeping his commandments (cf. 8 :6-20; 
p: I o-I 8). In spite of the unfortunate paragraph break in 0:IV, verse 
I 3 then provides the contrast and answer to this situation, which in 
the Hebrew order reads: 'The Lord your God shall you fear and him 
shall you serve and in his name you shall swear.' The terms fear, serve 
and swear all relate to an oath of allegiance or loyalty in worship (cf. 
I o:20-2 I ;  Ps. 6 3 : I  I) ,  with the middle term serve playing off the same 
root word slavery. The nature of service to Pharaoh in Egypt was 
slavery, but now to Yahweh, it is a call to grateful worship. 

q-15 .  The second do not refers to the temptation to follow other 
gods, the gods of the people around you (v. I4) ·  This recalls the first 
commandment at 5 :6-7, and relates primarily to prospective idolatry 
within the land of Canaan which Israel is about to enter ( 13 :6-7; 
2o: I 6-I 8 ;  3 I : I 6) .  The expression to follow other gods may well be 
derived from the ritual of processions after an idol. In the extra­
biblical treaties, to go after has the idea of serving as a vassal. 
Therefore, if Israel forgot God, the temptation would be to show 
allegiance to Canaanite gods, and reap any benefits they could from 
them. To swear by God's name would mean renouncing allegiance 
to them (cf. Josh. 24: I 4-24; Harman 200 I :  92-93) .  But even more 
importantly, these verses reflect the order of apostasy and rebellion 
in Deuteronomy, beginning at verses I o-I 3 ;  that is, both enjoyment 
and satiety in the land (vv. I o-I3) are a potent recipe for forgetful­
ness and self-sufficiency, leading to the worship of other gods (see 
S : I o-20; I I : I  3-2 1 ;  3 I : 20; p : I  3-I 8). Verse I 5 then recalls the second 
commandment (5 :9; cf. 4:24; p: I 6),  with the word order in Hebrew: 
'For a jealous God is the LORD your God in your midst.' The conse­
quence of such a jealous love will also reveal itself in zeal in bringing 
total destruction upon his people, and not just removal from 
the land. 
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16.  The third do not relates to the incident at :Mass ah (Exod. I T  I-
7; Deut. 9:22 ;  3 3 : 8) ,  or the place of 'testing', where there was a lack 
of drinking water. Here, Israel put the Lord to the test by saying, Is 
the LORD among us or not? The word test is used r.vice in this verse, 
and similarly in 8 :2, I6 ,  where it is Yahweh who initiates the testwithin 
the same context of providence within the wilderness. However, 
here in verse I6 ,  the danger is instead that of doubting (or testiniJ 
Yahweh's threat in verse I 5 (Nelson 2002: 93) .  

17-19. This section picks up from 5 : 3  I - 6:3,  as well as 6:4-I6, 

but now intensifies the call to obey the commands, s tipulations 
(4:4 5 ;  6:20) and decrees of the Lord, with the words Be sure to keep 
(v. 1 7),  found only here in this form in Deuteronomy. Israel would 
be doing what is right and good in the LoRD's sight, so that it may go well with 

you (v. I Sa; found only here, and at I 2 :28  in reverse order) . Verses 
I 8b-r 9  then make a positive link between Israel's obedience to 
God's commands and the conquest of the land, but at the same 
time holding this truth in tension with the Lord's promised oath of 
the land to the forefathers, as well as the Lord's own victory within 
the land (vv. I O-I r ;  cf. 4: I ;  8 : I ;  I I : S-9, 22-2 3 ;  1 6 :20) .  

20-25.  A s  a fitting conclusion to the whole section 4:44 - 6: 2 5 ,  an 

educational programme was to be set in place, first mentioned at 
5 : r ,  then continued at 6 : I ,  7, and culminating at 6 :20-2 5 .  This would 
be conducted as a formal catechetical instruction to successive 
generations of children, based on a question-and-answer approach. 
But whereas Exodus 1 2:26 and I 3 : r4 relate the child's question to 
the peculiar ritual of the Passover and the firstborn respectively, the 
question at Deuteronomy 6 : 20 refers to the laws in general (the 
stipulations, decrees and laws, first mentioned at 4:4 5 ) .  On this basis, it 
would have been quite easy to imagine the answer moving directly 
from verse 20 to verse 24: 'Why do we keep these laws?' Answer: 
'Because the LORD commanded us.' However, the full answer takes 
the same classical form as the Decalogue itself, by stating the facts 
of redemption on which Yahweh's identity and claim on Israel were 
simultaneously founded (Wright I 996: 1 03-104) . And so the child's 
question is answered with a sort of historical credo, beginning with 
the terrible reality of Israel's slavery in Egypt (v. 2 I),  which underpins 
the motivational theology of Deuteronomy (4:20; 5 :6, r 5 ;  6 :  r 2 ,  2 r ;  

T 8 ;  8 : 1 4; 1 3 : 5 ,  1 0; r p 5 ;  1 6: 1 2; 24: 1 8, 22 ;  26 : 5-9) · This is  followed 
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verses r ob-I I have a certain poetic quality about them, in which the 
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LORD, who brought )'OU • . .  out of the land of slaveiJ'· Israel's new-found 
affluence and spirit of self-sufficiency and pride would quickly lead 
to forgetfulness about what Yahweh had rescued them from (the 
!and of slave!]') , and for what reason. This in turn would dull their 
sense of covenant understanding and obligation before God in 
loving him exclusively and keeping his commandments (cf. 8 :6-20; 
p: I o-I 8). In spite of the unfortunate paragraph break in 0:IV, verse 
I 3 then provides the contrast and answer to this situation, which in 
the Hebrew order reads: 'The Lord your God shall you fear and him 
shall you serve and in his name you shall swear.' The terms fear, serve 
and swear all relate to an oath of allegiance or loyalty in worship (cf. 
I o:20-2 I ;  Ps. 6 3 : I  I) ,  with the middle term serve playing off the same 
root word slavery. The nature of service to Pharaoh in Egypt was 
slavery, but now to Yahweh, it is a call to grateful worship. 

q-15 .  The second do not refers to the temptation to follow other 
gods, the gods of the people around you (v. I4) ·  This recalls the first 
commandment at 5 :6-7, and relates primarily to prospective idolatry 
within the land of Canaan which Israel is about to enter ( 13 :6-7; 
2o: I 6-I 8 ;  3 I : I 6) .  The expression to follow other gods may well be 
derived from the ritual of processions after an idol. In the extra­
biblical treaties, to go after has the idea of serving as a vassal. 
Therefore, if Israel forgot God, the temptation would be to show 
allegiance to Canaanite gods, and reap any benefits they could from 
them. To swear by God's name would mean renouncing allegiance 
to them (cf. Josh. 24: I 4-24; Harman 200 I :  92-93) .  But even more 
importantly, these verses reflect the order of apostasy and rebellion 
in Deuteronomy, beginning at verses I o-I 3 ;  that is, both enjoyment 
and satiety in the land (vv. I o-I3) are a potent recipe for forgetful­
ness and self-sufficiency, leading to the worship of other gods (see 
S : I o-20; I I : I  3-2 1 ;  3 I : 20; p : I  3-I 8). Verse I 5 then recalls the second 
commandment (5 :9; cf. 4:24; p: I 6),  with the word order in Hebrew: 
'For a jealous God is the LORD your God in your midst.' The conse­
quence of such a jealous love will also reveal itself in zeal in bringing 
total destruction upon his people, and not just removal from 
the land. 
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7; Deut. 9:22 ;  3 3 : 8) ,  or the place of 'testing', where there was a lack 
of drinking water. Here, Israel put the Lord to the test by saying, Is 
the LORD among us or not? The word test is used r.vice in this verse, 
and similarly in 8 :2, I6 ,  where it is Yahweh who initiates the testwithin 
the same context of providence within the wilderness. However, 
here in verse I6 ,  the danger is instead that of doubting (or testiniJ 
Yahweh's threat in verse I 5 (Nelson 2002: 93) .  

17-19. This section picks up from 5 : 3  I - 6:3,  as well as 6:4-I6, 

but now intensifies the call to obey the commands, s tipulations 
(4:4 5 ;  6:20) and decrees of the Lord, with the words Be sure to keep 
(v. 1 7),  found only here in this form in Deuteronomy. Israel would 
be doing what is right and good in the LoRD's sight, so that it may go well with 

you (v. I Sa; found only here, and at I 2 :28  in reverse order) . Verses 
I 8b-r 9  then make a positive link between Israel's obedience to 
God's commands and the conquest of the land, but at the same 
time holding this truth in tension with the Lord's promised oath of 
the land to the forefathers, as well as the Lord's own victory within 
the land (vv. I O-I r ;  cf. 4: I ;  8 : I ;  I I : S-9, 22-2 3 ;  1 6 :20) .  

20-25.  A s  a fitting conclusion to the whole section 4:44 - 6: 2 5 ,  an 

educational programme was to be set in place, first mentioned at 
5 : r ,  then continued at 6 : I ,  7, and culminating at 6 :20-2 5 .  This would 
be conducted as a formal catechetical instruction to successive 
generations of children, based on a question-and-answer approach. 
But whereas Exodus 1 2:26 and I 3 : r4 relate the child's question to 
the peculiar ritual of the Passover and the firstborn respectively, the 
question at Deuteronomy 6 : 20 refers to the laws in general (the 
stipulations, decrees and laws, first mentioned at 4:4 5 ) .  On this basis, it 
would have been quite easy to imagine the answer moving directly 
from verse 20 to verse 24: 'Why do we keep these laws?' Answer: 
'Because the LORD commanded us.' However, the full answer takes 
the same classical form as the Decalogue itself, by stating the facts 
of redemption on which Yahweh's identity and claim on Israel were 
simultaneously founded (Wright I 996: 1 03-104) . And so the child's 
question is answered with a sort of historical credo, beginning with 
the terrible reality of Israel's slavery in Egypt (v. 2 I),  which underpins 
the motivational theology of Deuteronomy (4:20; 5 :6, r 5 ;  6 :  r 2 ,  2 r ;  

T 8 ;  8 : 1 4; 1 3 : 5 ,  1 0; r p 5 ;  1 6: 1 2; 24: 1 8, 22 ;  26 : 5-9) · This is  followed 
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by an open demonstration (before our t?yes) of miraculous signs and 
wonders-great and terrible (ra'im) upon Egypt, including Pharaoh and 
his house (v. 22; cf 4: 34) .  Then, in order to accentuate the Lord's 
favour upon Israel, the Hebrew of verse 2 3 begins: 'But us he 
brought out' from there to bring us in and give us the land that he promised 
on oath to our farefathers (1 : 8 ,  3 5 ;  4: 3 l ; 6 : ro, l 8 ,  2 3 ;  7 :8 ,  l 2, q ;  8 : 1 ,  l 8 ;  
9 : 5 ;  r o: n ;  l r :9, 2 1 ;  1 3 : 17 ;  19 : 8 ;  26: 3 ,  l 5 ;  2 8 : 1  l ;  29: 1 3 ;  30:20; 3 1 :7, 20, 
2 1 ,  2 3 ;  34:4). And so this first part of the reply relates to slavery in 
Egypt, signs and wonders, deliverance, and finally possession of the 
land promised on oath to the forefathers, thus completing and 
underlining the Lord's great faithfulness to covenant promise. 

The children were then instructed as to the right and proper 
response to all these decrees, and all this commandment, in verses 24-25 
(cf. 5 : 3  l ;  6 : 1 ) .  In Hebrew, the first word of verse 24, as well as the 
last word of verse 2 5 ,  is 'commanded', providing a frame for these 
verses. If Israel is careful to obey all that God has commanded, as well 
as fear him (p9; 6 : 1 3) ,  then this will produce 'good' (or well-being), 
as well as give 'life' (v. 24) .  This in turn will be Israel's righteousness (v. 
2 5 ) ,  meaning being put 'in the right'(passive) , or having a right 
covenant standing and relationship with God (see 9:4-6; 24: 1 3 ;  cf. 
Ps. 24:4-5) .  

Meaning 
As the heart of Israel's faith and confession, the Shema at 6:4-5 
extends the first two commandments in particular (5 :6-ro), giving 
essential expression to Israel's covenant faith. As such, the Shema 
can be understood as both a statement about Yahweh's uniqueness 
(as an answer to the question, ' Who is our "one and only" God?' = 
Yahweh) , and also Israel's response to this uniqueness implied in the 
translation 'alone'. But at another important level, verses 4 and 5 
can be seen as a monotheistic confession based on the Lord's redemp­
tive actions in the past (4: 3 2-40; 5 :6-7; 6:20-2 5) in answer to the ques­
tion, 'Who really is God?' The answer to this question is: 'Yahweh 
our God is God; he is the one (unique God), and beside him there is 
no other' (4: 3 5 ,  3 9 ;  5 :6-7) . On this basis, the command to love 
Yahweh in verse 5 may also be seen as reciprocating the Lord's prior 
love in terms of Israel's election and exodus deliverance (4: 3 7-38). 
These commands ('words') in verse 6 may have been meant to align 
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verses 4-5 with everything given up to this point (todqy) , including 
the 'ten words' of chapter 5 .  They were to be impressed first and 
foremost upon the hearts of Israel, and also upon their children (v. 
7) , forming a frame with the catechetical instruction of 6:20-2 5 .  
Here again, redemptive history i s  the interpreter of  Israel's laws. 
Finally, verses r o-1 9 form the centre of the passage with three 
warnings or 'do nots'. Do notfarget the Lord who brought you out 
of Egypt, the land of slavery (v. l 2) ; do not follow other gods (vv. 14-
I 5 ) ,  and do not test the Lord as you did at Massah (v. 1 6) .  These 
negative responses could quickly disable Israel from enjoying the 
positive benefits of 6:4-9 and 6:20-2 5 .  

izi: Israel's election and its implications (7:r-26) 

Context 

The language of verse ra, When the LORD your God brings you into the 
land, reminds the reader that the setting of Moses' discourse is the 
threshold of conquest. At the structural level, 7 : 1-26 (one holy 
people) may be seen as the development of 6: 1-25 (one holy God) .u 
In other words, chapter 6 tells us who God is, and chapter 7 reminds 
Israel who they are, and how they should relate to him within the 
Promised Land. Expanding on this, Olson (1 994: 5 2- 5  3) sees a 
further link between chapters 7 - r o in terms of three gods, who will 
threaten Israel's allegiance to Yahweh in the form of (r) militarism 
and the worship of military might (p-26); 12  (2) materialism and the 
worship of wealth (8: 1-20); (3) moralism and the worship of self­
righteousness (9: l - r o: l l ) . Each section is held together by a 
unifying monologue, 'say in your heart' (NKJV), beginning at p7 (fear 
of the enemy), 8 : 1 7  (false self-sufficiency) and 9:4 (conquest related 
to self-righteousness). As far as background is concerned, chapter 7 
has a literary relationship to the conclusion of the Covenant Code 
(Exod. 2 3 :20-3 3)  and to Exodus 3 4: r r-16, with expansions and 
omissions in line with its main ideas. Further, it sharpens the call for 

l r .  Noting the connection between 5 : 3  l ;  6: 1 ;  7 : 1  r with commands, decrees 

and laws. 

1 2. The weakest of Olson's three 'gods' (e.g. 7 : 17-26; c£ 1 : 26-3 l) .  
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wonders-great and terrible (ra'im) upon Egypt, including Pharaoh and 
his house (v. 22; cf 4: 34) .  Then, in order to accentuate the Lord's 
favour upon Israel, the Hebrew of verse 2 3 begins: 'But us he 
brought out' from there to bring us in and give us the land that he promised 
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9 : 5 ;  r o: n ;  l r :9, 2 1 ;  1 3 : 17 ;  19 : 8 ;  26: 3 ,  l 5 ;  2 8 : 1  l ;  29: 1 3 ;  30:20; 3 1 :7, 20, 
2 1 ,  2 3 ;  34:4). And so this first part of the reply relates to slavery in 
Egypt, signs and wonders, deliverance, and finally possession of the 
land promised on oath to the forefathers, thus completing and 
underlining the Lord's great faithfulness to covenant promise. 

The children were then instructed as to the right and proper 
response to all these decrees, and all this commandment, in verses 24-25 
(cf. 5 : 3  l ;  6 : 1 ) .  In Hebrew, the first word of verse 24, as well as the 
last word of verse 2 5 ,  is 'commanded', providing a frame for these 
verses. If Israel is careful to obey all that God has commanded, as well 
as fear him (p9; 6 : 1 3) ,  then this will produce 'good' (or well-being), 
as well as give 'life' (v. 24) .  This in turn will be Israel's righteousness (v. 
2 5 ) ,  meaning being put 'in the right'(passive) , or having a right 
covenant standing and relationship with God (see 9:4-6; 24: 1 3 ;  cf. 
Ps. 24:4-5) .  

Meaning 
As the heart of Israel's faith and confession, the Shema at 6:4-5 
extends the first two commandments in particular (5 :6-ro), giving 
essential expression to Israel's covenant faith. As such, the Shema 
can be understood as both a statement about Yahweh's uniqueness 
(as an answer to the question, ' Who is our "one and only" God?' = 
Yahweh) , and also Israel's response to this uniqueness implied in the 
translation 'alone'. But at another important level, verses 4 and 5 
can be seen as a monotheistic confession based on the Lord's redemp­
tive actions in the past (4: 3 2-40; 5 :6-7; 6:20-2 5) in answer to the ques­
tion, 'Who really is God?' The answer to this question is: 'Yahweh 
our God is God; he is the one (unique God), and beside him there is 
no other' (4: 3 5 ,  3 9 ;  5 :6-7) . On this basis, the command to love 
Yahweh in verse 5 may also be seen as reciprocating the Lord's prior 
love in terms of Israel's election and exodus deliverance (4: 3 7-38). 
These commands ('words') in verse 6 may have been meant to align 
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verses 4-5 with everything given up to this point (todqy) , including 
the 'ten words' of chapter 5 .  They were to be impressed first and 
foremost upon the hearts of Israel, and also upon their children (v. 
7) , forming a frame with the catechetical instruction of 6:20-2 5 .  
Here again, redemptive history i s  the interpreter of  Israel's laws. 
Finally, verses r o-1 9 form the centre of the passage with three 
warnings or 'do nots'. Do notfarget the Lord who brought you out 
of Egypt, the land of slavery (v. l 2) ; do not follow other gods (vv. 14-
I 5 ) ,  and do not test the Lord as you did at Massah (v. 1 6) .  These 
negative responses could quickly disable Israel from enjoying the 
positive benefits of 6:4-9 and 6:20-2 5 .  
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The language of verse ra, When the LORD your God brings you into the 
land, reminds the reader that the setting of Moses' discourse is the 
threshold of conquest. At the structural level, 7 : 1-26 (one holy 
people) may be seen as the development of 6: 1-25 (one holy God) .u 
In other words, chapter 6 tells us who God is, and chapter 7 reminds 
Israel who they are, and how they should relate to him within the 
Promised Land. Expanding on this, Olson (1 994: 5 2- 5  3) sees a 
further link between chapters 7 - r o in terms of three gods, who will 
threaten Israel's allegiance to Yahweh in the form of (r) militarism 
and the worship of military might (p-26); 12  (2) materialism and the 
worship of wealth (8: 1-20); (3) moralism and the worship of self­
righteousness (9: l - r o: l l ) . Each section is held together by a 
unifying monologue, 'say in your heart' (NKJV), beginning at p7 (fear 
of the enemy), 8 : 1 7  (false self-sufficiency) and 9:4 (conquest related 
to self-righteousness). As far as background is concerned, chapter 7 
has a literary relationship to the conclusion of the Covenant Code 
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l r .  Noting the connection between 5 : 3  l ;  6: 1 ;  7 : 1  r with commands, decrees 

and laws. 
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expulsion of the nations by introducing the institution of bemn. The 
chapter may be seen in the following way: 

I-6 
7-10  
l I-I 2 
1 3-16 
1 7-26 

Comment 

Destruction of false worship 
Israel as God's chosen people 
Obey the laws 
Israel as God's blessed people 
Destruction of false worship 

r .  The opening words of this chapter seek to remind Israel that 

it was the Lord himself (Exod. 34: l I ;  cf. 2 3 :  20) who was taking the 

initiative in driving out the inhabitants of Canaan. The verb diive out 

(Heb. nafal) is used in verses l and 22 (cf. Exod. n ;  Deut. 1 9 : 5 ;  

28 :4o; Josh. p 5 ;  esp. 2 Kgs 1 6:6) .  The reference here to the seven 

nations may be rhetorical (with only six at 20: 1 7) ,  signifying 

completeness, as well as balancing with the seven references to the 

LORD your God in verses r 8-2 3 ,  who will drive these nations out ··· 

before Israel (cf. 28 : 2 5  for a reverse holy war using the 'seven' 

language against Israel). 
The Hittites might initially refer to the descendants of Canaan 

through Heth (Gen. 1 0 : 1  5 ) ,  who had occupied Palestine for 
centuries past and were early identified with the area around 
Hebron (Gen. 2 3 : 1-20),  and with other areas in the hill country as 
time went by. At this point, they may have been linked to the 
Hattians (or kingdom of Hatti) occupying Anatolia before 2000 
BC. On the other hand, it is possible that during the period of the 
great Hittite empire (2000-1 200 BC) the Hittites may have migrated 
to Palestine, as well as in the following centuries with the break-up 
of the Hittite empire (Kempinski 1 979:  2 1-45) .  Whether any of 
these migrations should be linked to the biblical Hittites is difficult 
to determine. Perhaps the reference to all the Hittite country at Joshua 
r :4 may have these settlements in mind, or could refer to the area 
north of the Lebanon which was under Hittite control at various 
times during the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BC. According 
to the report of the spies, the Hittites were located in the hill 
country to the north (Num. 1 3 :29; Josh. r 1 : 3) .  TheAmontes appear 
as a group that covered the rulers of the five major cities of the 
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southern mountains Gosh. 1 0: 5 ) ,  including the jebusites who were 
evidently a Canaanite group who lived in the hill country near 
Jerusalem. The Penzzites seemed to have lived in unwalled villages 
both east and west of the Jordan. The Canaanites were found along 
the coastal strip and Jordan valley (Num. 1 3 : 29) . The Hivites are 
associated with Shechem (Gen. 34: 2) ,  Gibeon Gosh. 9:7; r 1 : 1 9) ,  
and also in the north below Hermon in the region of 1\1.izpah Gosh. 
l 1 : 3 ) .  They are sometimes connected to the Horites, in which case 
they may be Hurrians. The Girgashites are little known, but are 
attested in Ugaritic texts, possibly originating in northern Syria or 
Asia Minor. They seem to be mentioned in Egyptian texts as allies 
of the Hittites (note that they follow the Hittites in order at Deut. 
T I  and Josh. 24: u) . 1 3  

2-4. When the Lord had done his part, by delivering (natan) the 
nations to Israel (v. 2), the Israelites were to do their part: destrqy them 
total(y (v. 2a; cf. vv. I 6, 24; 9 :  3 ;  r r :2  3-2 5 ;  r p 5 [Israelites] ; 20: 1 6-17) .  
This is the first occasion in the Pentateuch in which the Hebrew 
verb baram ('totally destroy'; derived from the noun i)erem) is issued 
as a command within the context of warfare. The further com­
mands in verses 2b-4 prohibiting intermingling in any way, 
including treaty making, showing no mercy (as opposed to the temp­
tation to show mercy at the centre of this trio) and intermarriage, 
appear to be illogical and superfluous, if the total destruction 
(berem) of verse 2a has alreatjy been carried out. Perhaps these addi­
tional commands might be a recognition that the Israelites may fail 
to eliminate the Canaanites from the land completely, or that it 
might be a very long process, indicated at verse 22 (cf. Josh. 1 3 : 1-7; 
Judg. 2: 1-3; 3 : 1-7). Even if that were the case, these commands are 
best seen as explaining the berem requirement of  verse za 
(McConville 2002: l 5 3), leading to the heart of the argument at 
verse 4, where the practice of these activities would inevitably cause 
the people of Israel to turn away from Yahweh to serve other gods 
(cf. Exod. 34: 14-16;Judg. n-6). Consequently the Lord's anger will 

1 3 .  Hess (1 996: 27-28) notes that three of these groups (the Hivites, 

Perizzites and Girgashites) have a distinctive association with the 

second millennium BC. 
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burn (bara) against)'OU (2mp) and will quickfy destro_;1)'0U (2ms) (cf. 6:14-
1 5 ; 7:4; I r : 1 7; 29 :27; 3 1 : 1 7) .  

5 .  In view of the danger of verse 4 becoming a reality, the 
destruction of the nations will involve not only their physical 
removal as persons, but also the destruction of their detestable 
forms of idol worship (vv. 16, 24-26; c£ 20: 1 6-1 8). This verse there­
fore begins to highlight one of the main reasons why the nations of 
Canaan must be destroyed in a root-and-branch manner, and not 
just one without the other. However, should Israel fail to carry out 
the mandate to destroy the inhabitants of Canaan completely, or if 
it will take a long time to do so (v. 22) ,  then the point of this verse 
also grows with meaning and importance. Verse 5 follows Exodus 
34: 1 3  with break down their altars, smash their sacred stones (mauebot) , 
which were standing stone pillars that somehow represented a male 
deity (cf. 2 Kgs 3 : 2) .  But Deuteronomy has replaced the neutral cut 
down (karat) with a more intense 'hew down' (gada), and has added 
the distinctive notion of burning their idols in the fire. The Asherah 
poles symbolized the fertility goddess Asherah, and stood at 
Canaanite places of worship alongside the altar of Baal Gudg. 6:2 5 ,  
28) . They may indicate a tree ( 16 :21 )  or a pole (Exod. 34: 1 3) ,  but 
were to be cut down and burned (1 2 :3) .  Together the stone pillar 
and wooden image would have represented the male and female 
element in the fertility cult (reversed at 1 6: 2 1-22;  cf. Jer. 2:27), a 
counterpart to the inhabitants of the land (vv 1 6, 24-26) . 
Deuteronomy seeks a complete destruction of the wood and stone 
(male and female) idols of the land (cf. 1 6: 2 1-22) ,  as these may 
compromise Israel's understanding and worship of the one unique 
Lord based on the first two commandments. 

6. The word for (kt) introduces the explicit rationale for the prac­
tice of berem, which is first of all linked to Israel as a people hofy 
(qadof) to the Lord (set apart and belonging to Yahweh) as a conse­
quence of belonging to a unique and holy God from whom holiness 
derives (Exod. 3 : 5 ;  Lev. 1 9:2;  Deut. 6:4). In Deuteronomy, holiness is 
not just a status conferred upon Israel, but it also carries with it 
responsibilities (14: 1-3), as well as the positive keeping of all God's 
commands (26 : 1 8-19). This has particular relevance with regard to 
the detestable practices of the Canaanites in worship, in which holi­
ness imposes an obligation upon the people of Israel, especially 
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within the context of holy war at 7:2 5-26 and 20: 16-r 8 ,  and it ties in 
with the demands of verses 2-5 . Being 'set apart' is then defined in 
terms of Israel's election, or being chosen by God as his treasured posses­
sion (segulla) . 14 Both hofy and treasured possession are terms first used of 
Israel at Exodus 1 9: 5---6 , but interestingly, the middle description of 
Israel as a kingdom of priests is not used in Deuteronomy (see 
Introduction, 'Theology: the people of God', pp. 62---63) .  

7-rr .  The reason for Israel's special election is further explained 
in terms of Yahweh's own action and character, and not on the basis 
of any merit that Israel might claim. The ultimate cause of that 
choice lay in the mystery of divine love (Thompson 1 974: r 30) .  This 
has already been declared at 4: 3 7, but is now introduced by the new 
word affection (bafaq) ( c£ 1 o: l 5 ;  2 1 :  1 1), which suggests a more intense 
form of love at work in Yahweh's choice and election of Israel. 
Other nations were greater in number than Israel, and in compar­
ison the Israelites were the fewest of all peoples (v. 7; c£ 26:5) .  But in 
verse 8 Israel's election was due first to the fact that the Lord had set 
his sovereign love ('ahab) upon them (highlighting grace) , and 
secondly, it was to keep the oath which he swore to the fathers 
(Abraham, Isaac and Jacob - highlighting promise) , culminating 
with Israel's deliverance from Egypt, the land of slavery (highlighting 
justice and mercy) . The action of God is described as redeeming his 
people. The verb 'redeem' (pad!l'J comes from the business or legal 
world, and is a favourite expression in Deuteronomy (7: 8 ;  9:26; r 3 : 5 ;  
r 5 : 1 5 ;  2I :8 ;  24: 1 8 ; c £  ga'al at Exod. 6:6; 1 p 3 ;  Deut. 1 9:6, 1 2) . 1 5  It 
stresses the ransom price in connection with the legal freeing of a 
slave (from the land of slavery in Egypt) , conferring the rights and 
privileges of independent status (c£ l p 2-1 8). 

9-IO. These verses strongly recall 5 :9-r o, with some differences 
and expansions. The jealous God (5 :9) is now replaced by the faithful 
God (v. 9), who is totally dependable in his loyalty to the covenant (lit. 
'the covenant and the loyalty') . At 5 : ro  'faithful love' (besed) stands 
alone, but now at T9 the word covenant (berft) is added, thus 

14. Witnessed in Akkadian (sikiltu), and of a vassal in a Hittite treaty text 

(Weinfeld 1 99 1 :  368) .  
1 5 . For the legal background of this verb, see Cazelles TVOT Vol 1 1 : 484-48 5 .  
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combining two terms that define each other relating to covenant, 
varioush- translated covenant of lave (:\"IY) or 'covenant loyalty' 
(:\"RSY) . r6 This covenant loyalty is shown to those who love him and 
keep his commands. 

The connection in 5 :9b-10  between divine punishment and 
divine covenant loyalty is now reversed in favour of divine grace. In 
the present context (v. l o) ,  punishment is moved back to the last 
place, and retribution is now directed only towards the responsible 
individual ('to his face'), and not towards the children of sinful 
parents (cf. 24: l 6). :Moreover, now the Lord will not be slow to destroy 
in judgment those who hate him (cf. 1 :27) .  The word hate within the 
context of covenant terminology means 'to reject, and repudiate as 
a covenant partner' (cf. 5 :9; 9 :28-29; Merrill 1 994: 1 8 1) .  And so the 
radical alternatives of love (v. 9) and hate (v. r o) leave no middle 
ground or room for half measures (Nelson 2002: r o2) . The pattern 
in verses 9-1 0  also follows the order of the blessings and curses in 
chapter 28. 

r r-12. At the centre of this chapter stands the command to obey 
the commands, decrees and laws (v. r r ; cf. 5 : 3 1 ;  6 : 1 ) .  But obedience to 
the law is not the means of gaining this covenant, but rather the 
means of maintaining and enjoying it: the LORD your God will keep his 
covenant of love with you. Further, verses l l and l 2 mirror each other 
at the centre of this chapter and, in doing so, provide a conclusion 
to verses 1-6 and 7-10 ,  as well as an introduction to verses 1 3-16  
and 1 7-26. 

13. The Lord's love expressed at verse 8 in connection with the 
oath made to the Patriarchs is now expanded in verse l 3 in terms of 
blessing and increase of numbers already associated with that covenant 
(cf. Gen. 1 2:2) .  Israel's obedience to the laws will then enable 
Yahweh to show love and loyalty based on this covenant. The bless­
ings of verses l 3-r  5 are more expansive than those found in 
Exodus 2 3 :2  5-26, and not only explicate the land, but include fruit­
fulness in family, field (using the common description of abundance 
as grain, new wine and oil; l 1 : 14; 1 2: 17; 14: 2 3 ;  1 8 :4; 28: 5 1 ;  cf. 6: r r ; 8 : 8) 
and flock (v. l 3) .  At the same time, these blessings discredit any rival 

1 6. Weinfeld ( 199 1 :  3 70) translates, 'a gracious covenant'. 
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claims of alien gods and rites of fertility (cf Hos. 2:7-9) . Behind 
the terms of verse l 3 loom the names of the rival gods Dagan (da 
gan = grain) and Tyrosh (tfrof = new wine) , whose powers and gifts 
are claimed for Yahweh (HALOT 4: 1 727-1728). The same can be 
said for the calves [offspring, feger] of your herds, and the lambs [fertility, 
'afterorj of your flocks, which appear to reflect the names of the gods 
Shagar and Ashteroth (the pl. of the name for Astarte) . The fact 
that these particular terms and blessings are repeated in the bless­
ings and curses of chapter 28 (vv. 4, l 8 ,  5 1) makes the point that the 
power of these blessings operates entirely under the control of 
Yahweh, as the true and only God, and not that of the demoted 
gods of the ancient world (Nelson 2002: 103 ) .  

14-16. There is  a clear connection between practical blessing and 
the theme of election in verses 14-16 .  This begins with the state­
ment: You will be blessed more than a1!)' other people (v. 14a; cf 4:7-8; l 5 :6; 
26: 1 9; 28 : 1 2- 1 3 ;  Exod. 2 3 : 2 5-6) . Barrenness  will be unknown 
among the people (for both male and female) and their animals (v. 

14b) . Diseases such as those that plagued the Egyptians (cf. Exod. 
l 5 :26; Deut. 28:60) will be removed from them and transferred to 
their enemies (v. l 5 ) .  But the blessings of verses 14-1 5 can quickly 
change for the worse, if obedience to the law at verses l 1-1 2 is not 
followed, as the reverse order of these blessings is witnessed at 
28: 5 8-6 3. Finally, in verse l 6 Moses returns to verses r-5 with a new 
ferocity (compare show them no merry v. 2b with do not look on them with 
pity v. r 6b) . The added rationale now given is that the worship of 
other gods would only prove to be a snare to I srael, anticipating 
verse 2 5 .  

1119. This section takes us back to l :26-3 r ,  where fear of the 
inhabitants of Canaan paralysed Israel and cost them their first 
opportunity to possess the land. The question, How can we drive them 
out? (v. 1 7b: cf. 8 : 1 7-1 8 ;  9 :4-7) , assumes that the human perspec­
tive of fear at l :28-29 is still an issue, even for the new generation, 
as verse l 9 b testifies. The remedy proposed for such fear is to 
remember well what the LORD your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt (v. 

l 8). This recalls the reference to Egypt at verse 8, drawing attention 
to Yahweh's faithfulness to covenant promise. But here in verse 1 9, 
this tradition is used differently in order to emphasize the extent of 
Yahweh's mighty power, exercised in various ways throughout the 
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1 6. Weinfeld ( 199 1 :  3 70) translates, 'a gracious covenant'. 
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claims of alien gods and rites of fertility (cf Hos. 2:7-9) . Behind 
the terms of verse l 3 loom the names of the rival gods Dagan (da 
gan = grain) and Tyrosh (tfrof = new wine) , whose powers and gifts 
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14b) . Diseases such as those that plagued the Egyptians (cf. Exod. 
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ferocity (compare show them no merry v. 2b with do not look on them with 
pity v. r 6b) . The added rationale now given is that the worship of 
other gods would only prove to be a snare to I srael, anticipating 
verse 2 5 .  

1119. This section takes us back to l :26-3 r ,  where fear of the 
inhabitants of Canaan paralysed Israel and cost them their first 
opportunity to possess the land. The question, How can we drive them 
out? (v. 1 7b: cf. 8 : 1 7-1 8 ;  9 :4-7) , assumes that the human perspec­
tive of fear at l :28-29 is still an issue, even for the new generation, 
as verse l 9 b testifies. The remedy proposed for such fear is to 
remember well what the LORD your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt (v. 

l 8). This recalls the reference to Egypt at verse 8, drawing attention 
to Yahweh's faithfulness to covenant promise. But here in verse 1 9, 
this tradition is used differently in order to emphasize the extent of 
Yahweh's mighty power, exercised in various ways throughout the 
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entire exodus experience. Furthermore, the threefold great trials 
(4: 34; 7 : 1 9; 29: 3 ;  not found in Exodus) , the miraculous signs and 
wonders (plagues) and the mighty hand and outstretched arm (figurative 
speech for God's powerful hand in judgment and deliverance) were 
witnessed first-hand by Israel (v. 1 9a; cf. 4: 34b; 29:3) ,  in order to 
demonstrate that the Lord will do the same to all the peoples you now fear 
(v. 1 9b) . 

20. Those of the enemy who are not destroyed directly by the 
Israelites will be destroyed by the hornet (!ir'a) (LXX followed by NIV). 
The onlv other instances of this word are found at Exodus 2 3 :28 
and Joshua 24: 1 2. Probably this is a metaphor for a terror or 'panic' 
(McConville 2002: 1 6 1) ,  supported in context by verse 23 (cf. 1 1 :2 5 ;  
also Exod. 2 3 : 27-28, linking terror to hornet in direct conflict; Josh. 
2: 1 1 ; 5 : 1 ;  9:24; 1 0:9; 24: 1 2; Judg. T 1 7-25 ;  1 Sam. 14: 1 5-2 3) .  

2 1-24. The folly of being terrified by enemies, and the failure to 
trust in God, is brought out with ironic force in verse 2 1 ,  in which 
Yahweh himself is presented as the awesome God, and thus the one 
to be feared (cf. 1 :29; 20: 3 ;  3 1 :6; Ps. 47:2-4) . Somewhat surprisingly 
for this chapter, the ideal of verses 1-6 is now juxtaposed with the 
reality of a piecemeal conquest of the land in verse 22a: little-by little 
(c£ Exod. 2 3 : 27-30). The initial conquest would be sudden (cf. 9 : 3), 
but the complete conquest would be more gradual, while the 
Israelites grew sufficiently in number, in line with the promise of 
verse 1 3 .  In doing so, the wild animals would not be allowed to multip/y 
around you (v. 22b; cf. Gen. 1 : 28), which would have posed a threat 
to this promise, as well as this new Eden becoming a wilderness. 
The Lord will ensure victory by using the weapon of panic, but only 
as a joint venture with Israel (v. 2 3). This will be achieved by making 
enemy kings the particular targets of destruction (v. 24; cf. Josh. 
1 2:7-24).  Canaan was a series of city-states ruled by individual kings. 
To wipe out their names from under heaven is a frequent curse, referring 
to total extinction, and is related to idolatry in the rest of 
Deuteronomy (9: 14; 1 2: 3 ;  29:20 [ET] ; cf. 1 Sam. 24:21-22). Perhaps 
these kings symbolized oppressive power and idolatry (c£ 1 7 : 14-
20) .  Whether or not that was the case, their defeat as the power 
symbols of their city-states would mean the disintegration of their 
armies and the social life of the land. If Canaan's kings can become 
easy prey, No-one will be able to stand up against you (v. 24b) . 
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25-26. These verses build upon and develop verses 5 and 16 .  
They also extend the argument of verses 2 3-24. The dangers of  
false worship have provided the rationale for the opposition to the 
nations from the start. Verse 25 now develops the command of 
verse 5 to include the misappropriation of the silver and gold 
coveri.tJ.g the idols, which is detestable (to'eba) to the Lord. Objects 
used in idolatry were to be destroyed together with the idolaters. 
Therefore the temptation to covet (cf. 5 :  21) the silver and gold on 
the idols, especially by bringing these items into the homes of the 
Israelites, implying full adoption ( c£ Achan at Josh. T20-2I ) ,  will 
likewise bring upon the Israelites the same judgment of berem. For 
this reason, Israel must utter(y abhor and detest it, for it is set apart for 
destruction (v. 26; c£ Josh. 6 :  1 8-19 ;  7 :24-26). 

Meaning 
At the structural level, 7: 1-26 (one holy people) may be seen as the 
development of 6 : 1-25 (one holy God) . In other words, chapter 6 
tells us who God is, and chapter 7 reminds Israel who thry are, and how 
they should relate to him within the Promised Land. Framing this 
chapter is the destruction of false worship (v. 5 and vv. 2 5-26) , 
involving the principle of berem (or total destruction) of both the 
people and their idols and places of worship. The radical nature of 
such a root-and-branch removal of idolatry from the land was 
necessary, lest Israel's sons and daughters marry the inhabitants of 
Canaan, and so be led away to worship other gods. In fact, if this 
should happen, Israel herself would experience a reverse destruc­
tion from the hand of the Lord (7:4, 26). At stake here were the first 
two commandments, as well as Israel's call to be God's ho/y people 
and treasured possession (7:6) .  As such, Israel is not only God's chosen 
(7 :7-10) and blessed people (7 : 1 3-16), but these blessings are 
contingent upon Israel's ability to follow the Lord's commands, 
decrees and laws in order to experience his covenant of love made 
with the forefathers (located at the centre of ch. 7, vv. 1 1-1 2) .  
Finally, the exodus i s  also recalled as  an encouragement not to fear 
the stronger nations of the land. Yahweh will begin to drive the 
nations out little by little, by giving even their kings into Israel's hands. 
As such, nothing can stand in Israel's path. But Israel must go 
forward in faith and trust. 
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iv. Lessons from the wilderness for the Promised Land: the 

provision of manna (8:r-20) 

Context 
This chapter has a number of links back to earlier chapters in 

Deuteronomy, and it especially shares in common the argument of 

6 :  1 0-1 5 ,  as well as links with chapters 7 - 9, with the expression sqy 

to yourselves or 'say in your heart' (7: I 7 ;  8 : I 7 ;  9:4) .  Deuteronomy 8 is 

concerned with Israel's past behaviour in the wilderness as a model 

for her future response in the land. Another way of looking at the 

chapter is to see that the wilderness, which was a place of testing, 

produced blessing in the end (v. I 6b), whereas the land, which would 

be a place of blessing, would also be a place of testing of the people's 

loyalty and humility (v. I 4) ·  There is therefore a twofold message in 

chapter 8 :  (I) remember God in the hard times of the past; (2) do 

not forget God in the good times in the future (Wright I 996: 1 2.I ) .  

And so two double alternating themes are employed to emphasize 

the call to obedience: (a) remember/forget (w. 2, I I , [I4] ,  I 8 ,  I 9) ;  (b) 

wilderness/Promised Land (vv. 2, 7-I o, I I-1 3 ,  I 4-I6,  1 1-I S ,  r 9-20) . 

The sequence alternates around these double themes, with verse I I 

acting as a central hinge, emphasizing obedience to the law (cf. 7: I I­

I 2) . Both chapters 7 and 8 end on the note of personal destruction 

as the penalty for idol worship at T26 and 8 : I 9-20. Chapter 8 can 

be outlined in the following way: 

Verse I 
Verses 2-6 

Verses 7-I O 

Verses I I-1 3 

Verses 1 4-I 6 

Verses 11-1 8 

Verses r 9-20 

Theological scheme (cf. 7 : I 2-I 6) 

Remember the wilderness as the place of God's 

presence (past) 

God will bring his people into the Promised 

Land (with positive ending of praise) 

Do not forget God's laws in the Promised Land 

(future) 

Lest you forget God in the exodus and wilderness 

(with positive ending of well-being) 

Beware of presumption: Remember God, the 

source of ability and blessing, thus confirming 

covenant oath (past) 

Do not forget God by following other gods in the 
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Comment 

Promised Land (with negative ending of false 
worship) (future) 

I j I 

r .  The words every command (mifwelj I am givingyou todq)1 begin the 
chapter, reflecting the strong sense of purpose in seeking to 
persuade Israel to remember Yahweh and to keep his charge and 
laws, found at the outer frames of the chapter (vv. I ,  2, 6, I 9-20) and 
also at the centre (v. I I ) .  Obedience to these laws will begin at the 
point of their reception today (cf. 6: I 7-I 9; 8 : I ;  I I : 8--9, 22-23 ;  r 6:20) . 
As such, they will enable the Israelites to enjoy life and numerical 
growth in the land (cf. 7 : 1 3-I 5 ) .  Also, they will allow them to enter 
and possess the Promised Land (cf. I I :  8-9) , as the outworking of the 
co

.
venant promise made on oath with Abraham (vv. I and I 8). In 

this respect, verse I not only reflects 7: I 2-I 6 in particular, but also, 
together with 7: I 7-26, may have provided the model for the whole 
of 8 : 1-20. 1 7  But while chapter 7 urges Israel on to activity and 
courage, chapter 8 wants them to understand their dependence 
upon the grace of God (O'Connell I 992:  265) .  

2-6. As Israel was to follow every (emphatic) command of verse 
I ,  now the emphasis in verse 2 is on Israel's remembrance of all the 
wqy the Lord led them these past forty years in the wilderness. This 
was in order to humble and test them, to know what was in their hearts, 
whether they would keep his commands (cf. Exod. I 6 :4, 28) .  
Together with the frame of God's commands (vv. 2, 3 ,  6 ;  cf. v. I 6)  and 
G?d's wt!! (vv. 2a, 6b), the word know becomes a controlling word for 
this section (vv. 2b, 3 [three times] , 5 a) .  This indicates the need for 
both Yahweh and his people to learn something from one another 
that will make the wilderness experience a beneficial one for the 
time to come in the Promised Land. As such, verses 2-6 become the 
basis of Moses' argument and appeal for the rest of the chapter. 

2. A strong sense of purpose introduces this account of the wil­
derness wanderings, compared to that of I :  r 9-46. Here God's 
people learn for the first time that the Lord needed to know what was 
in their hearts, whether they would obey his commandments or not. 

1 7. Note the unusual 'eqeb at T I 2  and 8:20, possibly unifying the section. 
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In order to achieve this educative purpose, the Lord humbled ( 'and) 
and tested (nasa) his people. Here the humbling process is directly 
linked to causingyou to hunger and then feedingyou with manna in verses 
3 and 1 6-17  (cf. q 1 ) ,  implying utter dependence upon God, in 
contrast to pride and self-sufficiency. At Exodus 16 :4, the word test 
related to the manna would prove that it was the Lord who brought 
Israel out of Egypt (Exod. 16 :6) . It is first used in the Pentateuch of 
God's testing of Abraham to sacrifice Isaac at Genesis 22: r .  This 
reference is significant for the present context, in that the result of 
Abraham's test leads God to say, Now /know that you fear God (Gen. 
22: 1 2, emphasis added) . As with Abraham, God wanted to prove 
the worth and intentions of his people only for positive ends (v. 
1 6b; cf. Gen. 22: 1 5-1 8). Thus the wilderness became an ideal class­
room for such a test. But the irony was that, whereas the Israelites 
thought that they were testing God (6: l 6; cf. 3 3 : 8), it was God who 
was testing them. 

3 .  This verse at the centre of verses 2-6 provides a central theme 
for the whole chapter. The testing involved the humbling process of 
causing hunger, the most basic need of humankind, and then 
feeding Israel with manna which was unknown to both present and 
past generations (v. 3a) .  The object of this exercise was to teach (lit. 
'let you know') that humankind in general (ha'adam), and not just 
Israel, does not live on bread alone, but on everything that comes from 
(mo�ii') the mouth of God. What does this mean? 

There are at least four different levels of meaning here relating to 
that which comes from the mouth of God: ( l) the manna itself (vv. 3 a, 
1 6) ;  (2) Israel's deliverance from the land of slavery (v. 14) ;  (3) the 
Lord's acts of providence in the wilderness, illustrated by the provi­
sion of water at Massah (v. l 5 b; Exod. 1 7 : 1-7; Deut. 6 : 1 6) ;  (4) all the 
commandmentwhich alone secures Israel's life and success within the 
land, found at the frames of this chapter (vv. 1 ,  2, 6, [n] ,  1 9-20). 
The first three of these suggestions sum up the totality of Israel's 
physical well-being, with deliverance (v. 14), water (v. l 5 b) and food 
(v. 16) probably reflecting the order of greatest need. But ultimately, 
the continued blessing of all of these will be entirely dependent 
upon Israel's ability to keep all the commandment (mirwd) in the land 
to which they are going. This is given further weight if mora' (comes 
from) is not just a wordplay relating to the divine acts of verses 14 
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and l 5 ,  but may also be understood as a transposition of the con­
sonants of mirwd (commandment). 1 8 

Also, the reference to the water of Massah (testiniJ at verse l 5 b, 
just before the manna of verse 16a, is immediately followed at 6: 1 6  
by the need to keep all the commands, and to do what is right and 
good in the Lord's sight, that it may go well with you (6: 1 7- 19) .  This 
further association with the manna at verses 3 a and l 6b, with similar 
language, would suggest that the humbling and testing relating to the 
manna has its final reference point with verse 2b: In order to know 
what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands. On this 
basis, the final weight of verse 3b seeks to emphasize the greater 
need to obey every life-giving word that comes from the mouth of 
God, of which the provision of manna in the wilderness may be 
seen as an encouraging beginning towards this end (30 : 1  5 ;  p:47). 19 

4-5. Included with the miraculous provision of manna was the 
total care package of clothes that did not wear out and feet that 
did not experience swelling during these forty years, unique in the 
Pentateuch (8 : 1 5 ; 29 : 5  [ET] ; Neh. 9 :2 1 ;  cf. Matt. 6 : 2 5-34) .  This 
provision of God's grace was educative and not punitive in 
purpose, as the beginning of verse 5 indicates :  Know then in your 
heart, which links back to verse 2. There the Lord needed to know 
what was in Israel's heart. Now Israel has learned something as well 
from this total wilderness experience of humbling and testing, 
which is further interpreted as a father exercising discipline over his 
growing son, for good purposes (vv. 2, 3 ,  l 6; cf. 4: 3 6, 3 9-40; Exod. 
4:22; Prov. 3 : 1 1-1 2) .  This is different from the picture at 1 : 3  l which 
relates to the fatherly protection and care for a young child who 
needs carrying. 

6. Finally, this verse rounds off this section by repeating the 
words of verse l in reverse order, with the charge to the new gener­
ation to keep the commandments. The command to walk in the 
Lord's ways and to fear (reverence) him follows verse 2 ,  involving 

r 8. See Van Leeuwen ( 198 5 =  5 5-57) .  
r 9· Wright ( r 996: r 2 3 )  correctly points out that the form of  the sentence is 

not so much a contrast as a climax: 'not bread only, but everything going 
forth from the mouth of God', etc. 
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the process of humbling and testing for the purpose of determining 
whether Israel would keep his commands (cf. 6 : r 3-r9) .  

7-ro. The opening word ki Uoi] might also reflect its use at 6: r o 
(when) at the head of a similar passage (6 : 1 0-1 2) .  In this way, the 
Shema at 6:4-5 ,  and associated covenant obedience, is also extended 
to this passage as Israel prepares for new life within the land (6:6, 
r7-r9;  7:r r-r 2; cf. 8 : 1-2, 3 b, 6). The section is framed by good land 
(vv. 7a, rob), and its purpose is to contrast the richness and abun­
dance of the Promised Land (cf. r r : 8-r 2) with the desert. It is a 
land with natural reserves of water, which would guarantee crops of 
grain and fruit, a place where bread will not be scarce (v. 9a), again 
echoing the implications of verse 3 b for life and success within the 
land. Further, Israel will lack nothing (v. 9b), with the final provision 
of tools and technology made possible by the accessible supplies 

of iron (Deut. r9: 5 ;  27: 5 ;  28 : 2 3 ;  3 3 : 2 5 ;  cf. Josh. 6: 1 9, 24; 8 : 3 1 ;  r 7 : r 6, 
r 8 ;  22 :8) ,  as well as copper in the nearby hills, especially in the Arabah 
below the Dead Sea. Finally, when Israel has eaten and is satisfied (cf. 
6 : r  r b), they are to praise the Lord for the good landhe has given them 
(v. r o ) . Here t.li.e response of praise is not an end in itself, but serves 
to counter any tendency towards a spirit of 'forgetfulness'  (cf. 6:·r 2) 
and lack of gratitude. Such praise finally acknowledges God's grace 
and goodness towards his people, illustrated by the good land that he 
alone has given them. 

u-1 3 .  Verse r r is pivotal within the chapter, separating verses 
r o and r 2 with the similar language of eat . . .  satisfied . . .  good. But 
now the point of the whole chapter is focused specifically on 
'forgetfulness' (v. r r a) .  This has two levels of meaning: (r) failing 
to keep Yahweh's commands, laws and decrees (v. r r b; cf. 4:9, 2 3 ) ;  
(2) forgetting the total history of the Lord's dealings with his 

people, consisting of the hard times of the past (vv. z-5 ,  r4-r6),  as 
well as the good times of the future (vv. 7-ro, r 2-r 3 ;  cf. 6 : ro-r 2) .  
This forgetfulness in the future will also include the attributing of 
wealth creation to one's own strength (v. r 7) ,  and running after and 
serving other gods (vv. 1 9-20) . Wright (1 996:  r 27) plausibly argues 
that, whereas verses 7-9 emphasize the natural resources of the 
land, leading to the praise of God who gives Israel these blessings 
(v. r o) ,  verses 1 2- 1 3 ,  on the other hand, emphasize Israel's own 
productive use of the resources given, resulting in the abundance 
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o f  building fine houses and settling down (v. r 2b; cf. 6 : r o-r 2) ,  as 
well as the multip!Jing (root rbh) of flocks, silver and gold, and all 

)'OU have (v� q) .  However, if verse r 3 is seen as an extension of 7 : r3-
r4, then the blessing in these areas is due first and foremost to the 
covenant grace and enabling love of the Lord himself, therebv 
denying any sense of pride and self-achievement to Israel (cf. � 
r 7-r 8) . 

14-16. Whereas the blessings of the land in verses 7-9 had led to 
the praise of God in verse ro, verse r4 begins to reverse that 
response, following verses r 2-r 3 ,  in terms of self-praise in the form 

�f pride and self-sufficiency (v. r 7) .  Seen in this way, the good land 
itself could become a source of renewed testing for the Israelites 
� which the Lord was taking a big risk with his people. In fact, prid� 
(m the emphatic position in the Hebrew text), which is related here 
to the heart and will (and not to the mind), leads in turn to forget­
fulness (v. r4) .  In the light of this, these verses beg the question: 
'How could Israel forget all that God had done?' Indeed, it was now 
a case of 'heart over mind and memory'! This leading question is 
�en heightened by means of rhetorical effect and the use of irony, 
m order to provide an antidote to such pride and forgetfulness. The 
antidote is to be found in the memory of Israel's foundational past 
history, spelled out even more graphically than before, for example 
deliverance from the slavery of the exodus (v. r4b), guidance in the 
vast and dreadful desert with its venomous [fiery]2° snakes and scorpions 
(v. r 5 a), water out of hard rock (v. r 5 b ) , and miraculous manna. These 
are linked to a corresponding discipline in the training of depend­

ence upon God, and obedience to his commands and word (v. 3) ,  in 
order that it might go well with you (v. r 6) .  These descriptions suggest 
that the wilderness period was as testing in the physical sense as 
Israel's former life in Egypt had been. For this very reason, the 
Lord was preparing his people to trust him in every way, so that 
Israel's final good as his covenant people might become a reality in the 
good land (vv. 7a, rob) . Indeed, there is an ever-present danger that, 
when the people experience the good for which God was preparing 
them, they might forget the lessons that had led to that good and, 

20. Specifically the 'red spitting cobra'. Provenc;al, 'farap' (200 5 :  nr-379) . 
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whether Israel would keep his commands (cf. 6 : r 3-r9) .  

7-ro. The opening word ki Uoi] might also reflect its use at 6: r o 
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land with natural reserves of water, which would guarantee crops of 
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land. Further, Israel will lack nothing (v. 9b), with the final provision 
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below the Dead Sea. Finally, when Israel has eaten and is satisfied (cf. 
6 : r  r b), they are to praise the Lord for the good landhe has given them 
(v. r o ) . Here t.li.e response of praise is not an end in itself, but serves 
to counter any tendency towards a spirit of 'forgetfulness'  (cf. 6:·r 2) 
and lack of gratitude. Such praise finally acknowledges God's grace 
and goodness towards his people, illustrated by the good land that he 
alone has given them. 

u-1 3 .  Verse r r is pivotal within the chapter, separating verses 
r o and r 2 with the similar language of eat . . .  satisfied . . .  good. But 
now the point of the whole chapter is focused specifically on 
'forgetfulness' (v. r r a) .  This has two levels of meaning: (r) failing 
to keep Yahweh's commands, laws and decrees (v. r r b; cf. 4:9, 2 3 ) ;  
(2) forgetting the total history of the Lord's dealings with his 

people, consisting of the hard times of the past (vv. z-5 ,  r4-r6),  as 
well as the good times of the future (vv. 7-ro, r 2-r 3 ;  cf. 6 : ro-r 2) .  
This forgetfulness in the future will also include the attributing of 
wealth creation to one's own strength (v. r 7) ,  and running after and 
serving other gods (vv. 1 9-20) . Wright (1 996:  r 27) plausibly argues 
that, whereas verses 7-9 emphasize the natural resources of the 
land, leading to the praise of God who gives Israel these blessings 
(v. r o) ,  verses 1 2- 1 3 ,  on the other hand, emphasize Israel's own 
productive use of the resources given, resulting in the abundance 
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� which the Lord was taking a big risk with his people. In fact, prid� 
(m the emphatic position in the Hebrew text), which is related here 
to the heart and will (and not to the mind), leads in turn to forget­
fulness (v. r4) .  In the light of this, these verses beg the question: 
'How could Israel forget all that God had done?' Indeed, it was now 
a case of 'heart over mind and memory'! This leading question is 
�en heightened by means of rhetorical effect and the use of irony, 
m order to provide an antidote to such pride and forgetfulness. The 
antidote is to be found in the memory of Israel's foundational past 
history, spelled out even more graphically than before, for example 
deliverance from the slavery of the exodus (v. r4b), guidance in the 
vast and dreadful desert with its venomous [fiery]2° snakes and scorpions 
(v. r 5 a), water out of hard rock (v. r 5 b ) , and miraculous manna. These 
are linked to a corresponding discipline in the training of depend­

ence upon God, and obedience to his commands and word (v. 3) ,  in 
order that it might go well with you (v. r 6) .  These descriptions suggest 
that the wilderness period was as testing in the physical sense as 
Israel's former life in Egypt had been. For this very reason, the 
Lord was preparing his people to trust him in every way, so that 
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in so doing, would thereby forfeit the good land that God had 
prepared for them (Craigie l 976: l 89) .  

17-18. The heart of pride at verse 14a is now given flesh and 
definition in terms of self-effort and sufficiency (v. 1 1) ,  in total 
contrast to the recital of divine acts in verses 14b-16 .  Verses 1 7-1 8 
are tied together by the words power and wealth, as gifts of Yahweh 
that cannot be claimed as personal possessions, as to do so would 
be to elevate self to the status of God. Thus, the thinking of verse 
l 7 does not come from God, but rather needs to be radically revised 
in terms of a revival of memory, in remembering the Lord your God 
(v. l 8), for it is he who gives Israel the ability to produce wealth. 
This began at the exodus itself, when the Lord made the Egyptians 
favourably disposed toward the Israelites, so that they did not leave 
Egypt empty-handed (Exod. 3 : 2 1-22; 1 2: 3 5-36) .  So this blessing 
could be seen as a confirmation of the Lord's covenant promises 
with the forefathers, beginning at Genesis l 2: 1-3, and applicable to 
the current Moab generation, as it is todqy (v. l ) , and to each 
succeeding generation. 

19-20. Finally, these closing verses form a frame with verse l at 
the beginning, also reflecting a movement from the singular form of 
address to the plural. This may have also been in the interests of 
balancing promise in verse l with threat at the end in verses l 9-20 
(Weinfeld l 99 l: 3 8 8). The blessings and curses are an important part 
of covenant understanding for Deuteronomy in the latter part of 
the book at chapters 27 - 28.  Seen in this way, these verses may be 
understood as working out the implications of obeying the first two 
commandments (5 :7-ro; 6 : 1 0-1 5 ;  7 : 1-5) and the Shema (6:4-5) .  In 
a sense, we have now come full circle in these verses. The final stage, 
involving pride and self-sufficiency leading to forgetfulness, will be 
the temptation to endorse fully the worship of other gods by 
following after, worshipping and bowing down to them (v. 1 9) . Like the 
nations around them, this would lead to Israel's total destruction (v. 

20), first mentioned at 6: 1 5 ,  and then developed from 7 : 1 2-26 (see 
comments on v. l) . 

Meaning 
This chapter addresses the concern that lessons learned from 
Israel's past experience in the wilderness (vv. 2-5) ,  especially verse 
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3 (living by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD), will 
apply equal[;· to life within the land (vv. l 2-1 8) .  But in time, the land 
itself will become a place of testing. Israel's problem will then be 
one of pride within the heart, which will lead to forgeifulness and a 
situation of self-effort and sufficiency (v. q). The only real antidote 
to this problem is a renewed obedience to God's commands (v. l l ;  
cf.  7 : 1 1-1 2) ,  as  well as  a revival of  memory as this relates to I srael's 
slavery within Egypt and the extraordinary wilderness  experience 

of Yahweh's care and miraculous provision (vv. 14-16) .  Framing 
all of this is the foundational promise on oath to the forefathers of 
the gift of the land, as well as endowing Israel with the ability to 
produce wealth within the land (vv. l ,  l 8). The final warning is that 
forgetfulness  will lead to the worship of other gods, and conse­
quently to Israel's own destruction within the land (vv. 1 9-20; cf. 
7:26) . 

v. Further lessons from the wz1derness for the Promised Land: 

the golden calf incident (9:I - IO:I I) 

a. Conquest: the outcome of Yahweh's wil� not of Israel's righteousness (9:I-6) 

Context 
The preface to this entire section (9: 1-6) , and specifically 9:4, 
continues to develop the internal monologue or anticipated ques­
tions relating to the issue of pride, with the literal Hebrew expres­
sion 'to say in your heart' at 7: 1 7; 8 :  1 7  (cf. l 5 :9). These phrases relate 
to such matters as how the land might be taken, and fear in the face 
of the enemy (7: 1 7-26) , followed by pride, self-sufficiency and 
forgetfulness with regard to the ability to create wealth within the 
land (8 : 1 7-1 8), and concluding here with the issue of Israel's moral 
self-evaluation or claim to self-righteousness in order to justify its 
new claim to tenancy within the land (9:4-6).21 The connection back 
to 5 :  l and 6:4-5 with Hear, 0 Israelis most appropriate, for the three 

2 r .  Olson (1 994: 5 2-3) has called these 'the gods of militarism, materialism, 

and moralism', which serve as organizing centres for chapters 7 - r r 

(also see fn. r z, p. r4r) . 
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in so doing, would thereby forfeit the good land that God had 
prepared for them (Craigie l 976: l 89) .  

17-18. The heart of pride at verse 14a is now given flesh and 
definition in terms of self-effort and sufficiency (v. 1 1) ,  in total 
contrast to the recital of divine acts in verses 14b-16 .  Verses 1 7-1 8 
are tied together by the words power and wealth, as gifts of Yahweh 
that cannot be claimed as personal possessions, as to do so would 
be to elevate self to the status of God. Thus, the thinking of verse 
l 7 does not come from God, but rather needs to be radically revised 
in terms of a revival of memory, in remembering the Lord your God 
(v. l 8), for it is he who gives Israel the ability to produce wealth. 
This began at the exodus itself, when the Lord made the Egyptians 
favourably disposed toward the Israelites, so that they did not leave 
Egypt empty-handed (Exod. 3 : 2 1-22; 1 2: 3 5-36) .  So this blessing 
could be seen as a confirmation of the Lord's covenant promises 
with the forefathers, beginning at Genesis l 2: 1-3, and applicable to 
the current Moab generation, as it is todqy (v. l ) , and to each 
succeeding generation. 

19-20. Finally, these closing verses form a frame with verse l at 
the beginning, also reflecting a movement from the singular form of 
address to the plural. This may have also been in the interests of 
balancing promise in verse l with threat at the end in verses l 9-20 
(Weinfeld l 99 l: 3 8 8). The blessings and curses are an important part 
of covenant understanding for Deuteronomy in the latter part of 
the book at chapters 27 - 28.  Seen in this way, these verses may be 
understood as working out the implications of obeying the first two 
commandments (5 :7-ro; 6 : 1 0-1 5 ;  7 : 1-5) and the Shema (6:4-5) .  In 
a sense, we have now come full circle in these verses. The final stage, 
involving pride and self-sufficiency leading to forgetfulness, will be 
the temptation to endorse fully the worship of other gods by 
following after, worshipping and bowing down to them (v. 1 9) . Like the 
nations around them, this would lead to Israel's total destruction (v. 

20), first mentioned at 6: 1 5 ,  and then developed from 7 : 1 2-26 (see 
comments on v. l) . 

Meaning 
This chapter addresses the concern that lessons learned from 
Israel's past experience in the wilderness (vv. 2-5) ,  especially verse 
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3 (living by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD), will 
apply equal[;· to life within the land (vv. l 2-1 8) .  But in time, the land 
itself will become a place of testing. Israel's problem will then be 
one of pride within the heart, which will lead to forgeifulness and a 
situation of self-effort and sufficiency (v. q). The only real antidote 
to this problem is a renewed obedience to God's commands (v. l l ;  
cf.  7 : 1 1-1 2) ,  as  well as  a revival of  memory as this relates to I srael's 
slavery within Egypt and the extraordinary wilderness  experience 

of Yahweh's care and miraculous provision (vv. 14-16) .  Framing 
all of this is the foundational promise on oath to the forefathers of 
the gift of the land, as well as endowing Israel with the ability to 
produce wealth within the land (vv. l ,  l 8). The final warning is that 
forgetfulness  will lead to the worship of other gods, and conse­
quently to Israel's own destruction within the land (vv. 1 9-20; cf. 
7:26) . 

v. Further lessons from the wz1derness for the Promised Land: 

the golden calf incident (9:I - IO:I I) 

a. Conquest: the outcome of Yahweh's wil� not of Israel's righteousness (9:I-6) 

Context 
The preface to this entire section (9: 1-6) , and specifically 9:4, 
continues to develop the internal monologue or anticipated ques­
tions relating to the issue of pride, with the literal Hebrew expres­
sion 'to say in your heart' at 7: 1 7; 8 :  1 7  (cf. l 5 :9). These phrases relate 
to such matters as how the land might be taken, and fear in the face 
of the enemy (7: 1 7-26) , followed by pride, self-sufficiency and 
forgetfulness with regard to the ability to create wealth within the 
land (8 : 1 7-1 8), and concluding here with the issue of Israel's moral 
self-evaluation or claim to self-righteousness in order to justify its 
new claim to tenancy within the land (9:4-6).21 The connection back 
to 5 :  l and 6:4-5 with Hear, 0 Israelis most appropriate, for the three 
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(also see fn. r z, p. r4r) . 
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inner voices o f  7 : 1 7 ,  8 : 1 7  and 9:4, which speak to the communal 

'heart' of Israel, seek to divert Israel's 'heart' away from trusting and 

following the Lord (Olson 1 996: 5 3). But finally, the descriptior.. of 

Israel within 9: 1-6 as a stiff necked people (v. 6b) provides the key to 

understanding the discussion of the golden calf at 9 :7-24, followed 

by its resolution at 9 :2  5 - 1 0: 1 I .  

Comment 
r-6. The opening words of verse 1 ,  Hear, 0 Israel, are last seen 

at the beginning of the Decalogue at 5 :  1 ,  and then at 6:4-5 . Both 

texts remind us of the importance of keeping the first two 

commandments in connection with the taking of the land (6:6-9, 

1 3_19 ,  20-25 ;  7 : 1 1 , 1 2-16 ;  8 : 1-3 , 6, l 1 ,  1 9-20) . It therefore �o�es 

as no surprise that these words also preface the further de_sc�iptlo� 
of Yahweh's taking of the land, as well as Israel's role within this 

process in verses 1-3 . These verses also appear to be a resumption 

of 1 : 28-3o, in which the previous generation's fear of the walled 

cities and the Anakites prevented them from seeing the good land. 

Now with the present generation, there is a further opportunity to 

take the land, in spite of previous failure. However, the words of 

verse 2 ,you know about them, may suggest that a possible fail�re �f 

nerve about the Anakites could also lead the present generation m 

the same direction. But this is immediately offset by the opening 

words of verse 3 :  'But you shall know today' (Be assured, NIV) . The 

effect of these words may be to replace fear with trust, with the 

description of God as the one who goes across ahead _of
 you like_ a

 

devouringfire (cf. 1 : 3 2-3 3 ;  also 5 :2 5-27) . The phrase lzke a devourzng 

fire is repeated from 4:24, where the context is a warni�g to Israel 

about idolatry which can destroy them (6: 1  5 ) .  But now, m contrast, 

the focus is on Yahweh's initiative and victory over the peoples of 

the land, which is completed by Israel as they drive them out and 

annihilate them quick!J as the Lord has promised (cf. T l-2, 1 1-

24) .  The reference to quick!J need not contradict little by little at 

7:22, as the former may refer to the initial attacks upo� �an�an, 

whereas the latter speaks of the ongoing process of elimination. 

The same adverb quick!J is repeated at verses 1 2 and 1 6  with refer­

ence to the people's apostasy in the golden calf episode �ut u�ed 

only once in Exodus). This may suggest that a contrast is bemg 
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made 
_
between w�at Israel can do in faith (and obedience), and 

what 1t has done m the past in terms of rebellion (McConville 
2002: 1 82) . 

4-6. Two key words dominate the argument of  this section: 
possess (vv. l, 3, 4a, 4b, 5 a, 5 b, 6a; seven times) and righteousness (vv. 
4, 5 ,  6) · However, there is a difficulty with the translation of verse 
4 on account of the conjunction at verse 4b. The l\iIV translates :  
A.fte� the LORD your God has driven them out before you, do not sqy to your­
self, Th_e LORD has brought me here to take possession of this land because 
of n:y rzghteousness. ' 1Vo [rather] , it is on account of the wickedness of these 
nations that the Lord is going to drive them out before you. The verse 
contrasts the internalized speech of  Israel, laying claim to its 
covenant loyalty on the one hand (v. 4a), and the counter-claim of  
the wickedness of the nations on the other (v. 4b; c£  Gen. 1 5 : 8-
1 6) .22 This then allows Yahweh to continue the counter-claim in 
ve�se 5, but now following the same order as verse 4a/b. Israel's 
claim t� the _possession of the land will not be due to any righteous­
ne:s or zntegrzty of heart on their behalf (v. 5 a) ,  but because of the 
wickedness of the nations, as well as Yahweh's commitment to the 
covenant prom�se n:ade to the fathers (v. 5 b; c£ r :  r 9_46) . Finally, 
at vers� 6 Israel s claim to righteousness has now completely evap­
orated into a stiff necked people, as a prelude to the golden calf inci­
dent (9: 1 3 ) .  

Meaning 
In this brief section two points are emphasized. First, within the 
conquest of holy war, the real victor would be Yahweh and Israel 
woul� be his agent only. Second, since it is Yahweh who 

'
would give 

the victory, Israel o�ght not to claim that she was led to victory 
because of some inherent virtue or righteousness that she 
p�ssessed. Rather, Israel's victory must be attributed to Yahweh's 
faithfulness to the promise made with Abraham Isaac and Jacob 
and his consequent grace towards Israel (c£ 9: 1 3�14; ro : 1o-r r) ,  a� 

22 .  Following Nelson (2002: r r 5 ) . Compare McConville (2oo2: 1 74), who 

retams before you (v. 4b) as a continuous internal discourse by Israel 

which, it is argued, could have been an original 'before me'. 
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well as the enemv-'s wickedness. Finallv, the reference to Israel as a 
- -

stiff-necked people (v. 6) prepares the way for the golden calf incident 

to follow (9 : 1 3-14) .  

b. The stubbornness of Israel in the golden ca!f incident (97-29) 

Context 
Despite the fact that scholars have long recognized the textual 

complexity of Deuteronomy's version of the golden calf narrative 

when compared to that of Exodus 24: l 2-1 8 and Exodus 3 2  and 34, 

we mav observe that the final form of the text still works as a 

cohere�t narrative.2 l  To begin with, there is some telescoping and 

condensing of the Exodus account. For example, the section in 

Exodus 32: 1 7-3 5 relating to Joshua, the discourse with Aaron, the 

drinking of the gold-contaminated water, Moses' request to be 

blotted out of God's book, judgment at the hands of the Levites, 

and the visitation of a final plague have all been omitted from 

Deuteronomy. It appears that Israel's rebellion and the gravity of 

their sin at Horeb (vv. 7-17,  2 1-24) are set against the piety and 

intercession of Moses (vv. 9, l 8-20, 2 5-29). This also includes the 

need for God's forgiving grace for Israel to continue as a nation 

(9: 1 3-14, 1 9) ,  in order to possess the land sworn on oath to the 

Patriarchs (9:2 5-29; 1 0: 1 0-1 l) . 

The final form of the text reveals a narrative structure, begin-

ning with the making of the covenant (9:7-1 l ) , then the breaking 

of the covenant (9: l 2-24) , and finally followed by a renewal of the 

covenant (9:2 5 - l o: l l) . This structure can best be seen as having an 

overall concentric design, but at the same time incorporating over­

lapping structural links and brackets between the different 

sections. 24 Clearly the account is aiming at literary and rhetorical 

effect, rather than a strict harmonization with the account in Exodus 

32 - 34. 

23 .  See Nelson (zoo2: l 19-1 2 1) for a helpful analysis of sources, structure 

and plot in 9:7 - 10 : 1  r .  

24. E.g. between vv. 7, 8 ,  1 3  and 22-24; vv. 1 3  and 27; vv. 1 2  and 1 6 ;  vv. l 5 ,  

1 6  and 2 r .  
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A. 9:7-14 Israel's history of rebellion, the first forty-day fast, 
the receiving of the first two stone tablets, and the 
possibility of Israel's destruction. 

B. 9 : 1 5-17 Moses' descent from the mountain, view of the 
golden calf, and the breaking of the stone tablets. 

C. 9: l 8-20 Moses' second forty-day fast for the sin of 
Israel and Aaron. 

B. 9 :2 1  Moses crushes the golden calf and throws i t  into a 
stream. 

A. 9:22 - 1 0: 1  l Israel's history of rebellion, continuation of 
the second forty-day fast, the remaking of the 
two stone tablets (now with ark container, and 
Levites as guardians) , and finally Israel's 
destruction averted, so that they might enter 
and possess the Promised Land. 

Comment 
7-8. Remember this and never forget recalls the same second-person 

singular imperatives at the frames of 8 :2  and 8 : 1 9, and is followed 
here by plural language from the second part of verse 7 onwards. 
The singular form of address was probably meant to press home 
Israel's covenant responsibility to keep God's commands as the 
people of God. But from the time they left Egypt until reaching this 
place (the valley near Beth Pear; c£ 3 :29; 4:3), their conduct had been 
one of continuous rebelling against the Lord (v. 7) . The same 
participial form of this verb is used at 9:24, which provides a frame 
for this whole section (9:7-24) in terms of Israel's history of 
covenant rebellion, including Kadesh Barnea (v. 23), which would 
have given the Israelites direct access into the Promised Land from 
the south. But in verse 8 ,  the place above all other places where the 
people should have demonstrated a proper fear of God, as well as 
prove faithful, was Horeb, the place of covenant formation through 
the reception of the law (c£ 5 :2 3-29) . Although the golden calf 
episode was not the first of Israel's acts of provocation, it is 
mentioned first because of the sacredness and importance of its 
covenant formation context based on the giving of the law ( c£ 4:9-
24; 5 :23-3 3) . At the same time, it was the most outrageous, breaking 
the first three commandments, thus meriting the burning wrath of 
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the Lord and resultino- in the destruction of Israel (\� 8 ;  4:24; 6 : 1 5 ;  
' b 

cf. Exod. 3 2: 1 0) .  

9-10. These words summarize Exodus 24: 1 2-1 8 .  :\Ioses was 

summoned b\- the Lord to the top of the mountain to receive the 

two stone tablets, which are here called the tablets of the covenant and 

contain the ten words which were previously given directly to Israel 

in an oral form from the midst of the fire, on the day of the 

assembly (v. r ob; 4: 1 0-1 3 ;  5 : 22) .  But here we learn for the first time 

of Moses' own testimony that during this period of forty days and 

nights, I ate no bread and drank no water (v. 9b; cf. Exod. 24:9-I I ,  1 8) .  

Moses mav have been modellino- 8 : 2-3 before Israel, and Israel 
� b 

rebelled while something sacred was going on. Further, these two 

stone tablets (probably duplicate copies of the covenant as in the 

extra-biblical treaties) were inscribed by the finger of God (v. r o), which 

in this context indicates the Lord's direct 'ownership' and 'revelation' 
of his covenant and will (cf. Exod. 3 1 : 1 8 ;  3 2 : 1 6; Dan. 5 : 5  ;John 8 :6), 

as an extension of the revelation of his direct acts of 'creative 

power' in the exodus event (Exod. 8 : 1 9 ;  Ps. 8 : 3 ;  Luke n :20) .25 
r r-12. At the end of the forty-day period, the Lord gave Moses 

the two stone tablets (v. 1 1) ,  reinforcing their divine origin. Then 

verses 1 2-14 closely follow Exodus 3 2:7-r o, but with some differ­

ences. Moses was to go down the mountain at once (not in Exodus; 

cf. v. 1 2b), foryourpeople whomyou (Moses) brought up out of Egypt 
have become corrupt (v. 1 2) ,  which is tantamount to expressing 

covenant repudiation (cf. Exod. 3 :7-8; 29:46). The reason given is 

that Israel has quick!J turned away from the way that the Lord had 

commanded them (v. 1 2b) , relating to the core Ten Command­
ments, and more specifically here to the second commandment (5 :8 ,  

3 3 ;  cf. Exod. 32:4), and have made a cast idol (or 'molten image' with 

contemptuous nuance) for themselves (vv. 1 2b, 16 ;  Exod. 32:2-4, 

24; cf. 1 Kgs 1 2: 28-30). Calf ('egel) and bull images were common 

in the Ancient Near Eastern world, especially in Egypt and Canaan. 

It can be argued that the calf (or 'mighty bull') was not seen here as 

a fertility symbol by the Israelites, but was intended as a symbol of 
power, and of God the Divine Warrior and Protector who leads the 

25 .  See Woods (2001 :  22--66). 
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people to their restful habitation. 26 Whether this calf or bull actu­

ally represented the deity, or was thought to be a pedestal or throne 

for Yahweh, is difficult to determine.27 But even if the original 
motive for making the calf was non-idolatrous, the people began 

to worship it, and even took the name of this god upon their lips, 

thus effectively violating the first two commandments, and possibly 
the third as well (cf. Exod. 32 :8) .  Here in verse 1 2, D euteronomy 

only records the Lord's words with reference to the making of the 

idol, which is also repeated by Moses at verse 1 6  with similar words. 

13-14. In verse 1 3, the reference to Israel as a stiff-necked people 

is first used within the context of the golden calf incident at Mount 

Sinai/Horeb (Exod. F9; 3 n , 5 ;  34:9; Deut. 9 :6, 1 3 ;  10 : 16; 3 1 :27) .  
I t  serves a s  a metaphor for those who are set in their own disobe­

dient ways, without openness to correction or the path of truth 
(Prov. 29: 1 ) .  The word indeed (Krv) may express surprise or confirm­

ation on God's part (v. 22) .  Verse 14 begins with the words Let me 
alone, perhaps suggesting an initial negative barrier to any interces­

sion on Israel's behalf but, at the same time, raising the possibility 

that Moses' prophetic duty to intercede on behalf of Israel may 

have been the next logical step (cf. 1 Sam. 1 2: 2 3 ;  Ezek. 22: 3 0-3 1) .  

But here Yahweh threatens to do to Israel what he has alreadv 

threatened to do to the nations and blot out their name from uncle� 
heaven (7=22-24; 29:20 [ET] ; cf. 2 :25 ) .  In other words, they would no 
longer be called a people with identity, place and worth. Verse l4b 

concludes, And I will make )'OU [i\foses] into a nation stronger and more 
numerous than the;', suggesting a radical abandoning of the Abrahamic 

covenant and a fresh start with Moses himself (cf. Exod. 3 2 : 1 0) .  

Moreover, these words replicate Noah and the flood narrative, 

beginning again with one faithful person. 

1 5-17. So serious is the present situation that the mention of 
Moses' intercession on the mountain at Exodus 32 : r r-r4 is post­

poned in the light of God's previous order to descend the mountain 

26. Janzen (1 990: 5 97-607) argues that this image of the mighty bull would 

also be designed to fill their enemies with dread (Exod. r p4-1 5). 

27. Sprinkle (zoo4: 248) argues a case for the calf being a representation of 

Yahweh, on the basis of Exodus p:4-5 .  
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a fertility symbol by the Israelites, but was intended as a symbol of 
power, and of God the Divine Warrior and Protector who leads the 

25 .  See Woods (2001 :  22--66). 
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people to their restful habitation. 26 Whether this calf or bull actu­

ally represented the deity, or was thought to be a pedestal or throne 

for Yahweh, is difficult to determine.27 But even if the original 
motive for making the calf was non-idolatrous, the people began 

to worship it, and even took the name of this god upon their lips, 

thus effectively violating the first two commandments, and possibly 
the third as well (cf. Exod. 32 :8) .  Here in verse 1 2, D euteronomy 

only records the Lord's words with reference to the making of the 

idol, which is also repeated by Moses at verse 1 6  with similar words. 

13-14. In verse 1 3, the reference to Israel as a stiff-necked people 

is first used within the context of the golden calf incident at Mount 

Sinai/Horeb (Exod. F9; 3 n , 5 ;  34:9; Deut. 9 :6, 1 3 ;  10 : 16; 3 1 :27) .  
I t  serves a s  a metaphor for those who are set in their own disobe­

dient ways, without openness to correction or the path of truth 
(Prov. 29: 1 ) .  The word indeed (Krv) may express surprise or confirm­

ation on God's part (v. 22) .  Verse 14 begins with the words Let me 
alone, perhaps suggesting an initial negative barrier to any interces­

sion on Israel's behalf but, at the same time, raising the possibility 

that Moses' prophetic duty to intercede on behalf of Israel may 

have been the next logical step (cf. 1 Sam. 1 2: 2 3 ;  Ezek. 22: 3 0-3 1) .  

But here Yahweh threatens to do to Israel what he has alreadv 

threatened to do to the nations and blot out their name from uncle� 
heaven (7=22-24; 29:20 [ET] ; cf. 2 :25 ) .  In other words, they would no 
longer be called a people with identity, place and worth. Verse l4b 

concludes, And I will make )'OU [i\foses] into a nation stronger and more 
numerous than the;', suggesting a radical abandoning of the Abrahamic 

covenant and a fresh start with Moses himself (cf. Exod. 3 2 : 1 0) .  

Moreover, these words replicate Noah and the flood narrative, 

beginning again with one faithful person. 

1 5-17. So serious is the present situation that the mention of 
Moses' intercession on the mountain at Exodus 32 : r r-r4 is post­

poned in the light of God's previous order to descend the mountain 

26. Janzen (1 990: 5 97-607) argues that this image of the mighty bull would 

also be designed to fill their enemies with dread (Exod. r p4-1 5). 

27. Sprinkle (zoo4: 248) argues a case for the calf being a representation of 

Yahweh, on the basis of Exodus p:4-5 .  
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at once (-v: l 2b), while it was ablaze with fire (v. r s ;  c£ 4:1 l; 5 :23), so that 
Moses could 'see' and confirm first-hand (v. 16a), what God has 
already seen (vv. l 2-13) with regard to Israel's sin in the making of the 
cast calf idol (c£ Exod. p:19). Thus the required twofold witness 
would be satisfied (cf. 17=6; 19:1 5 ) .  The calf is placed at the centre 
of these verses (v. l 6) to illustrate its importance, framed by the two 
stone tablets of the covenant (vv. l 5 and 17), which eloquently 
testify against it. Moses then repeats God's words at verse l 2b that 
Israel had turned aside quick!J from the wqy that the LORD had commanded 

you (v. l 6b). This effectively meant the breaking of God's covenant 
with his people Israel before its ratification, which then resulted in 
the smashing of the two stone tablets signifying the broken 
covenant (v. 17). This practice was followed in the case of treaty 
breaches in the Ancient Near East, and if the covenant was re­
newed, a new document was required. 

18-20. The mention of Moses' forty days and nights of fasting 
at this point, positioned between the shattering of the two stone 
tablets of the covenant (v. 17) and the crushing to dust of the golden 
calf (v. 2 l ), illustrates the gravity of Israel's great sin and guilt in the 
breaking of the first two commandments (5 :7-10), and possibly t11e 
third (p l ; cf. Exod. p:8). Also, just as Israel had sinned during the 
sacred time of Moses' original forty-day fast, so now Moses returns 
to a forty-day fast in order to reverse the sinful consequences of  
the first. At the same time, it illustrates God's mercy and grace (v. 
r 9b), and therefore the importance of Moses' selfless, courageous 
and life-saving intercession in prayer for both Israel (v. 19a) and 
Aaron (vv. 20),28 in the light of the Lord's great anger and wrath (cf. 
J as 5 :  r 6b). In fact, on both occasions, the same words are repeated: 
angry enough . . .  to destrqy you (v. l 9a); angry enough . . .  to destrqy him 
(v. 2oa). These verses would prove the strongest form of counter­
argument against any form of merit or self-proclaimed righteousness 
on Israel's behalf at 9:4-6. 

2r .  The golden calf is called the sinful thing (v. 21), in line with 
Deuteronomy's emphasis on Israel's sin in making the golden calf at 

28. Unique to Deuteronomy, highlighting Aaron's greater guilt and sin in 

making the calf idol (figay 1996: ror) .  
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verse l 6. In this way� the golden calf has been used as a frame for 
the forty days and nights of fasting and prayer at verses l 8-20, illus­
trating Israel's great sinfulness and need for extraordinary prayer 
and intercession. Even though Aaron may have taken the lead in 
such great sin, it is described as that sinful thing of yours, the calf you 
had made. Moses' action in smashing the sinful thing would also serve 
as an illustration of what line of action was to be followed in such 
cases for the future (cf. T 5 ,  2 5 ;  l 2: 3 ,  etc.). Deuteronomy's emphasis 
on simply casting the gold dust into the stream that flowed down 
from the mountain, rather than forcing the people to drink it (Exod. 
p:20; cf. Num. 5 :16-28), might reflect a ritual form of cleansing by 
the life-giving water flowing from God's presence, similar in concept 
to the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement (also see Deut. 21:4; cf. 
Lev. 16:20-26; 2 Kgs 2p 2). However, the non-drinking of the gold 
dust here may simply serve as a statement that all Israel is guilty on 
this occasion, without any need of trial or ordeal (Barker 2004: 88). 

22. The Horeb incident did not stand alone. Israel's rebellion can 
be documented before that time after leaving Egypt (cf. Josh. 24: 14). 
Chronologically the order should be Massah (Exod. l Tr-7), 

Taberah (Num. l 1:1-3), Kibroth Hattaavah (Num. r 1:4-34) and 
Kadesh Barnea (N um. l 3 :  l - 14:4 5 ). Why then does verse 2 2 begin 
with Taberah instead of Massah, and then conclude with Kibroth 
Hattaavah? The solution could be that the prayers of Moses saved 
Israel from the fire of the LORD at Taberah (burning, Num. l l : r-3), 

and thus it is fittingly placed first in the list, following the emphasis 
on similar themes in verses l 8-20. At Massah (testing, Exod. q:1-
7) the people raised the issue of thirst, and tested the Lord saying, 
Is the LORD among us or not? (cf. 6:16; 33:8). Then at Kibroth 
Hattaavah ('graves of craving'; Num. l 1:31-34) the anger of  the 
Lord burned against the people and they were struck with a severe 
plague for craving food other than manna. This would nicely antici­
pate the continuation of Moses' prayer at 9:25 and the possibility 
of Israel's further destruction, also reinforcing the message of 8: 3 
that humankind does not live on bread alone (the above related to food 
and water) but on every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD. 

23-24. The last point also relates to Kadesh Barnea (v. 23; cf. 
r :26, F) which recalls the importance of the spy account (1:19-46) 
with more narrative detail given to this event than to verse 22. The 
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at once (-v: l 2b), while it was ablaze with fire (v. r s ;  c£ 4:1 l; 5 :23), so that 
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stone tablets of the covenant (vv. l 5 and 17), which eloquently 
testify against it. Moses then repeats God's words at verse l 2b that 
Israel had turned aside quick!J from the wqy that the LORD had commanded 

you (v. l 6b). This effectively meant the breaking of God's covenant 
with his people Israel before its ratification, which then resulted in 
the smashing of the two stone tablets signifying the broken 
covenant (v. 17). This practice was followed in the case of treaty 
breaches in the Ancient Near East, and if the covenant was re­
newed, a new document was required. 

18-20. The mention of Moses' forty days and nights of fasting 
at this point, positioned between the shattering of the two stone 
tablets of the covenant (v. 17) and the crushing to dust of the golden 
calf (v. 2 l ), illustrates the gravity of Israel's great sin and guilt in the 
breaking of the first two commandments (5 :7-10), and possibly t11e 
third (p l ; cf. Exod. p:8). Also, just as Israel had sinned during the 
sacred time of Moses' original forty-day fast, so now Moses returns 
to a forty-day fast in order to reverse the sinful consequences of  
the first. At the same time, it illustrates God's mercy and grace (v. 
r 9b), and therefore the importance of Moses' selfless, courageous 
and life-saving intercession in prayer for both Israel (v. 19a) and 
Aaron (vv. 20),28 in the light of the Lord's great anger and wrath (cf. 
J as 5 :  r 6b). In fact, on both occasions, the same words are repeated: 
angry enough . . .  to destrqy you (v. l 9a); angry enough . . .  to destrqy him 
(v. 2oa). These verses would prove the strongest form of counter­
argument against any form of merit or self-proclaimed righteousness 
on Israel's behalf at 9:4-6. 

2r .  The golden calf is called the sinful thing (v. 21), in line with 
Deuteronomy's emphasis on Israel's sin in making the golden calf at 

28. Unique to Deuteronomy, highlighting Aaron's greater guilt and sin in 

making the calf idol (figay 1996: ror) .  
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verse l 6. In this way� the golden calf has been used as a frame for 
the forty days and nights of fasting and prayer at verses l 8-20, illus­
trating Israel's great sinfulness and need for extraordinary prayer 
and intercession. Even though Aaron may have taken the lead in 
such great sin, it is described as that sinful thing of yours, the calf you 
had made. Moses' action in smashing the sinful thing would also serve 
as an illustration of what line of action was to be followed in such 
cases for the future (cf. T 5 ,  2 5 ;  l 2: 3 ,  etc.). Deuteronomy's emphasis 
on simply casting the gold dust into the stream that flowed down 
from the mountain, rather than forcing the people to drink it (Exod. 
p:20; cf. Num. 5 :16-28), might reflect a ritual form of cleansing by 
the life-giving water flowing from God's presence, similar in concept 
to the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement (also see Deut. 21:4; cf. 
Lev. 16:20-26; 2 Kgs 2p 2). However, the non-drinking of the gold 
dust here may simply serve as a statement that all Israel is guilty on 
this occasion, without any need of trial or ordeal (Barker 2004: 88). 

22. The Horeb incident did not stand alone. Israel's rebellion can 
be documented before that time after leaving Egypt (cf. Josh. 24: 14). 
Chronologically the order should be Massah (Exod. l Tr-7), 

Taberah (Num. l 1:1-3), Kibroth Hattaavah (Num. r 1:4-34) and 
Kadesh Barnea (N um. l 3 :  l - 14:4 5 ). Why then does verse 2 2 begin 
with Taberah instead of Massah, and then conclude with Kibroth 
Hattaavah? The solution could be that the prayers of Moses saved 
Israel from the fire of the LORD at Taberah (burning, Num. l l : r-3), 

and thus it is fittingly placed first in the list, following the emphasis 
on similar themes in verses l 8-20. At Massah (testing, Exod. q:1-
7) the people raised the issue of thirst, and tested the Lord saying, 
Is the LORD among us or not? (cf. 6:16; 33:8). Then at Kibroth 
Hattaavah ('graves of craving'; Num. l 1:31-34) the anger of  the 
Lord burned against the people and they were struck with a severe 
plague for craving food other than manna. This would nicely antici­
pate the continuation of Moses' prayer at 9:25 and the possibility 
of Israel's further destruction, also reinforcing the message of 8: 3 
that humankind does not live on bread alone (the above related to food 
and water) but on every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD. 

23-24. The last point also relates to Kadesh Barnea (v. 23; cf. 
r :26, F) which recalls the importance of the spy account (1:19-46) 
with more narrative detail given to this event than to verse 22. The 
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words of :\foses at verse 24, You have heen rebellious against the LORD 
ever since I have known )OU, might be intended to balance the Lord's 
words at 9 : 1 3  (see comment on \: 1 3), as well as provide a frame to 
verse 22, especially as this relates to the wilderness period. 

25-29. Verse 2 5 backtracks to :\foses' intercessory prayer at verse 
l 8, and now these verses give flesh and detail to that prayer (cf. 
Exod. 32 : 1 1-14) .  The passage is framed by words that relate to the 
exodus event, with )'Our peop!e,)'our inheritance, JOU brought out at verses 
26 and 29. Even the standard poetic pair of mighty hand (v. 26) and 
outstretched arm (v. 29) is split in order to provide a further frame for 
the section (cf. 4: 34; p 5 ;  7 : 1 9; 9:26-29; l 1 :2; 26:8). The reason for 
:\foses' prayer was the very real threat of Israel's destruction because 
of the golden calf (v. 25b;  cf. v. 1 9) ·  In this prayer, he offers three 
motivations which go to the heart of the Lord's priorities. ( l) The 
first relates to the exodus and redemption of God's people by the 
Sovereign LORD, framing the prayer (vv. 26 and 29; cf. Amos 7 : 5-6). 
The intimacy of this covenant relationship is expressed by the terms 
your people and your own inheritance thatyou redeemed (pada) from Egypt 
(7: 8 ;  9:26; 1 3 = 5  [ET) ; l p 5 ;  2I : 8 ;  24: 1 8) . 29 In expressing it this way, 
Moses now challenges the words of God in verse l 2. (2) The second 
and central request is an appeal for Yahweh to remember his servants 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (v. 2 7a) .  This probably recalls the covenant 
oath sworn to the Patriarchs at verse 6 (cf. Exod. 32 : 1 3), but here the 
word servants by itself might be intended to emphasize their loyal 
service to their covenant Lord, anticipating lo : r  2-1 3 .  (3) The third 
request (v. 27b-29) appeals to the Lord to overlook the stubbornness 
(related to stiff-necked or obstinate; v. 6), wickedness (applied to the 
nations at v. 5) and sin of the people in the making of the golden 
calf (vv. l 6, l 8). At stake was the Lord's reputation in the eyes of the 
Egyptians as either powerless or diabolical (cf. Exod. 32: 1 2; Num. 
14: 1 3-16 ;  Josh. 7 :9) . Rhetorical effect is achieved by the suggestion 
that the Lord was not able to take his people into the land promised 
to them and, in addition, he hated his people (cf. l :  2 7) enough to 
destroy them in the desert (cf. Exod. 32: 1 2) .  The prayer concludes 
at verse 29 by appealing to the language and theme of verse 26, and 

29. See commentary on pada at 7:8 .  
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also combines the ideas of Israel's election and the manifestation 
of the Lord's great power in the exodus event (cf. Exod. 32: l l ) .  The 
only logic that makes sense of this combination is God's contin­
uing commitment to his covenant people in spite of their sin and 
waywardness. Finally, the Lord's great mercy, in conjunction with 
:\foses' intercession, had spared Israel from extinction (cf. Exod. 
32 : 14). 

Meaning 
The golden calf incident picks up the theme of Israel's continuous 
proclivity toward rebellion, from the day they left Egypt until their 
arrival at Moab (vv: 7, 22-24) . But the situation relating to Horeb is 
especially recalled, because it was there that God threatened to 
destrqy Israel completely (v. 8) and begin again with Moses because 
of her idolatry in the making of the idol. Theologically, this was 
seen as a negation of the Horeb covenant, especially the first three 
commandments (5 :7-1 l ) . The idol (or sitiful thiniJ was witnessed by 
both the Lord and Moses (vv. 1 2, 1 6) .  Israel had behaved as a stiff 
necked people and had quickfy turned aside from the commands of 
God (9:6 ,  1 3 ;  r o: 1 6; 3 1 :27) , leading to the breaking of the stone 
tablets even before the covenant could be ratified (v. 1 7) .  Also, 
Aaron, Israel's chief priest, was implicated in the making of the cast 
idol (v. 20), and the subsequent judgment which would serve as a 
further warning against any claim to self-righteousness on Israel's 
part. Alternating with Israel's rebellion (vv. 7-1 7, 21-24) is the inter­
cessory prayer of Moses (vv. l 8-20, 2 5-29), which finally leads to 
the making of more stone tablets and a new command to j ourney 
towards the Promised Land (1o : r o-1 l ) . Overarching the whole 
episode is the importance of the stone tablets containing the 
Decalogue, as well as the Lord's grace replacing judgment in terms 
of Israel's future within the land. 

c. Covenant renewal (Io:I-n) 

Context 
This section continues a positive movement begun at 9 : 2  5 ,  in 
contrast to the negative itinerary in 9 : 1-24. It  also picks up the 
renewal of the covenant from Exodus 34: 1-4. But the events which 
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words of :\foses at verse 24, You have heen rebellious against the LORD 
ever since I have known )OU, might be intended to balance the Lord's 
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and central request is an appeal for Yahweh to remember his servants 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (v. 2 7a) .  This probably recalls the covenant 
oath sworn to the Patriarchs at verse 6 (cf. Exod. 32 : 1 3), but here the 
word servants by itself might be intended to emphasize their loyal 
service to their covenant Lord, anticipating lo : r  2-1 3 .  (3) The third 
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29. See commentary on pada at 7:8 .  
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especially recalled, because it was there that God threatened to 
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follow are not presented in exact chronological sequence: for 
example, in Exodus 37 : 1-9 the ark is made by Bezalel after Moses 
returned from the mountain. The material in this section has been 
rearranged in such a way as to emphasize the transition from rebel­
lion and covenant breach to covenant renewal and the possibility 
of continuance (McConville 2002: 1 87) . 

Comment 
I-5. At that time (v. 1) serves to link the following material to the 

intercession of 9 :25-29. Both the form and content of the original 
stone tablets would continue, signifying the renewal of the covenant 
between both parties. Also, verse 4 emphasizes the point that the 
Lord himself inscribed the tablets as before, and then gave them to 
Moses (cf. 5 :22; 9 : 1 0-1 1) .  Within these verses, the construction of 
the ark as the lodging place of the stone tablets is interwoven with 
the account of the preparation and engraving of the tablets that 
were later to be deposited there. But why the interest in the ark here 
(vv. 1-3 ,  5 ,  8) and at 3 r :9, 26? There are three possible suggestions. 
( 1) At one level, Deuteronomy may be reflecting secular practice in 
which it was normal to lodge copies of the treaty document in the 
sanctuaries of the contracting parties, under the all-seeing eye of 
the deities. The hard and durable acacia wood of the ark may also 
provide a parallel to the permanent quality of the two stone tablets. 
(2) Therefore the covenant is secure, inaccessible, permanent and 
available, but only Moses, and later the Levites (3 1 :9-1 3 ;  3 3 : 1 0) ,  will 
give teaching from it and about it. (3) Thirdly, it is misleading to 
follow the modern critical viewpoint of Weinfeld ( l 99 l :  3 7-44) that 
the ark in Deuteronomy has been 'demythologized' into a container 
only. Already the importance of meeting God through his word has 
been vividly emphasized aq:9-14 and 5 :22-3 3 .  This is no less spec­
tacular or theologically important than to meet him in a cloud or 
sitting between cherubim. Also, coming at the conclusion of the 
golden calf incident, the ark may be seen as a legitimate symbol of 
God's presence among his people, whereas the calf is not (Hamilton 
200 5 :  399) (see Introduction: Theology, pp. 57-59) .  

5 .  Again, the importance of the ark i s  emphasized here, providing 
a frame for the reception of the tablets given on the mountain, in a 
highly condensed statement of events which took place over a 

D E C T E R 0 :\ 0 .\f Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : 6 8 

period of time (c£ Exod. 3 7: 1-9) · This also helps to explain the 
reference to the Levites in verses 6-sJ. 

�- At first reading, these verses appear to be unrelated to the 
preceding narrative, as witnessed by the Krv, which places them in 
parenthesis. However, on closer examination, they seem to play a 
role in reverse to that of the itinerary mentioned at 9 :22-24. Now, 
because of Moses' successful intercession on behalf of Israel the 
people may resume their journey to the Promised Land. Als�, by 
mentioning the death of Aaron (v. 6b), the narrative makes it clear 
that not only was Moses' intercession for Aaron successful (9:20), 
but at the same time the priesthood may continue through Eleazar. 
As with 9:22, the place names at verses 6-7 occur in a different order 
from the list in Numbers 3 3 : 3 1-3 3 .  This may have been employed 
to frame the wells ef the Jaakanites (v. 6a) with Jotbathah (v. 7b), a land 
with streams ef water. Moreover, the designation of Moserah as the 
place of Aaron's death (v. 6b) may have been the name of a wide 
area, or even a designation of Moses rather than a commonly used 
name (Harman 200 1 :  1 2 5 ) .  In any case, it must have been either 
associated with, or located in, the region of Mount Hor (Num. 
2o:22-29; 3 3 :37-39; Deut. 32 : 50) . 3 0  Finally, the duties of the Levites 
are mentioned (vv. 8-9), which begin to link up with the ark of  the 
covenant from verse 5 .  Their inclusion here might have served the 
purpose of highlighting their allegiance to the Lord (as distinct from 
that of Aaron) in the matter of the golden calf (Exod. 32 :25-29). 
The role of the Levites was threefold: (1) to carry the ark of the 
covenant and instruct people in the law (3 1 :9-1 3 ;  3 3 : 1 0; c£ Num. 

n l ;  4: 1 5) ;  (2) to stand before the Lord to minister (Num. 3 : 1-37; 
1 8 : 1-7; Deut. 1 8 : 5) ;  (3) to pronounce blessings in the Lord's name 
and decide all cases of dispute and assault (21 : 5 ; c£ Lev. 9 :22; Num. 
6 :2  3) .  Finally, because of these responsibilities, the tribe of Levi had 
no inheritance in the land (v. 9) . They were in effect a firstborn 
offering to God, conveyed first to Moses (Num. 3 : 1-1 3),  and then 
to Aaron (Num. 1 8 :20-24) . 

Io-I I .  These verses bring to a conclusion the essence of Moses' 
forty days and nights of fasting and prayer begun at 9: l 8, 2 5 ,  now 

30. See Driver (1996: l 1 9) ·  
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follow are not presented in exact chronological sequence: for 
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(vv. 1-3 ,  5 ,  8) and at 3 r :9, 26? There are three possible suggestions. 
( 1) At one level, Deuteronomy may be reflecting secular practice in 
which it was normal to lodge copies of the treaty document in the 
sanctuaries of the contracting parties, under the all-seeing eye of 
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only. Already the importance of meeting God through his word has 
been vividly emphasized aq:9-14 and 5 :22-3 3 .  This is no less spec­
tacular or theologically important than to meet him in a cloud or 
sitting between cherubim. Also, coming at the conclusion of the 
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with streams ef water. Moreover, the designation of Moserah as the 
place of Aaron's death (v. 6b) may have been the name of a wide 
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are mentioned (vv. 8-9), which begin to link up with the ark of  the 
covenant from verse 5 .  Their inclusion here might have served the 
purpose of highlighting their allegiance to the Lord (as distinct from 
that of Aaron) in the matter of the golden calf (Exod. 32 :25-29). 
The role of the Levites was threefold: (1) to carry the ark of the 
covenant and instruct people in the law (3 1 :9-1 3 ;  3 3 : 1 0; c£ Num. 

n l ;  4: 1 5) ;  (2) to stand before the Lord to minister (Num. 3 : 1-37; 
1 8 : 1-7; Deut. 1 8 : 5) ;  (3) to pronounce blessings in the Lord's name 
and decide all cases of dispute and assault (21 : 5 ; c£ Lev. 9 :22; Num. 
6 :2  3) .  Finally, because of these responsibilities, the tribe of Levi had 
no inheritance in the land (v. 9) . They were in effect a firstborn 
offering to God, conveyed first to Moses (Num. 3 : 1-1 3),  and then 
to Aaron (Num. 1 8 :20-24) . 

Io-I I .  These verses bring to a conclusion the essence of Moses' 
forty days and nights of fasting and prayer begun at 9: l 8, 2 5 ,  now 
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with the specific answer: It was not his will to destrq;')'OU (v. 10b) . }Jso, 
whereas verse l o  resolv-es the golden calf incident, verse l r ,  with 
reference to the land, resolves the spies' incident at 9 :2  3-24, taking 
the reader back to 1 :7-8 and 2 :24. This meant that God's people 
could now proceed on their journey to enter the land sworn on oath 
to their fathers. 

Meaning 
This section provides a sequel and reversal to 9:7-29, with Moses 

now ascending the mountain with two new stone tablets, which are 

then inscribed by the finger of God and given to Moses as before 

(1 0:4; cf 5 : 22; 9: 10-1 l) . But for the first time they are then deposited 

in the ark for posterity (not found in Exodus 34) .  Furthermore, the 

notice is given that the high priesthood will continue after Aaron 

(1 0:6), and the tribe of Levi will continue to bless the nation as thrv1 

still do todqy (1 0 :8) .  Israel will not be destroyed after all, owing to 

Moses' faithful intercession ( 10: 1 0) ,  but will continue to journey 

both blessed and refreshed towards the Promised Land (vv. 6-7; cf. 

the reverse of 9:22-24) .  Finally, the deposit of the two tablets in the 

ark may reflect a practice in the secular realm, where the renewal of 

a covenant after its breach involved the preparation of new treaty 

documents and the taking of a new oath of allegiance (cf. 3 1 :9-1 3 ,  

26-29; cf. Josh. 24: 1-17) .  This would also support the idea that this 

section anticipates the conclusion at verse l 2, with the important 

question: And now, 0 Israe� what does the LORD your God ask of you? 

(Thompson 1 974: 143) ·  

vi. A call to commitment: 'What does the LORD your God 

require of you?' (rn:I2 - n:32) 

Context 
This section builds up to a grand climax, completing the first part 

of Deuteronomy like a grand theological symphony, with 10 :  l 2 

resembling the beginning of 4: 1 ,  with the words And now (we 'atta) 

after the first recital of Israel's history in chapters l - 3 .  In this way, 

10 :  l 2 - l l :  3 2  resembles 4: 1-40, with similar structure and vocabu­

lary, and also with application following history. But now l o: l 2 -
l l :  32  moves on to the practical implication and outworking of 
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9 :7  - 10: l l ,  which will also resonate with language from previous 
passages, such as chapters 5 - 7. 

a. 'What does the LORD your God require of you?' (10:12-22) 

Comment 
The commands in this section are a reinstatement and filling out of 

the Shema (6:4-5) ,  thus enabling Israel to begin again after the 
rehearsal of the golden calf episode in 9:7 - 1 0: l r .  But at the heart 
of this section is the issue raised at 9:6 with regard to Israel's 
standing before God as a stiff necked people, just before the golden 

calf episode, thus providing a frame with 1 0: 1 2-22 .  This would 
suggest that the central command to Israel in this section relates to 
verse l 6: Circumcise your hearts . . .  and do not be stiff necked a1!J longer. In 
this respect, we may follow the concentric structure of these verses 
proposed by Barker (2004: 1 03) :  

A 
B 

B' 
A' 

c 

Verses 1 2-13  
Verses 14-1 5 
Verse 1 6  
Verses 1 7-1 9 
Verses 20-22 

Basic command 
Introductory reason for verse l 6 
Command: circumcise the heart 
Supplementary reason for verse 1 6  
Summary, basic command and reason 

12-13. And now, 0 Israel what does the LORD your God require of you? 
(v. 1 2a) . These words begin to work out the implications of 9 : 1  -
lo: l l, in the same way that 4: l follows the historical recollections of 
chapters l - 3 (cf Mic. 6 :8) .  What now follows is a fivefold response, 
which may have been meant to parallel the fivefold forty days and 
nights of fasting by Moses in 9:7 - 10 :  l r .  The Lord asks for five 
things which are frequently addressed throughout the book. The 
first is fear (reverence) , which importantly sets the foundation for 
all the other attitudes that follow (4: 1 0; 5 :29) . Fear of the Lord then 
logically leads to the travel metaphor of walking in all his ways (5 : 3 3 ;  
1 0: 1 2; l 1 : 22 ;  1 9:9; 26 : 1 7 ;  28 :9 ;  3 0 : 1 6) ,  which in Deuteronomy is 
contrasted with turning aside from the way (2:27; 5 : 3 2-3 3 ;  l 1 : 1 6, 28; 
1 7 : 1  l ,  1 7; 28 : 14), especially illustrated in the golden calf incident 
(9: 1 2, 1 6) .  At the centre of the unit is the command to love God 
which illustrates its importance from the Shema (6:4-5) ,  as well a� 
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with the specific answer: It was not his will to destrq;')'OU (v. 10b) . }Jso, 
whereas verse l o  resolv-es the golden calf incident, verse l r ,  with 
reference to the land, resolves the spies' incident at 9 :2  3-24, taking 
the reader back to 1 :7-8 and 2 :24. This meant that God's people 
could now proceed on their journey to enter the land sworn on oath 
to their fathers. 

Meaning 
This section provides a sequel and reversal to 9:7-29, with Moses 

now ascending the mountain with two new stone tablets, which are 

then inscribed by the finger of God and given to Moses as before 

(1 0:4; cf 5 : 22; 9: 10-1 l) . But for the first time they are then deposited 

in the ark for posterity (not found in Exodus 34) .  Furthermore, the 

notice is given that the high priesthood will continue after Aaron 

(1 0:6), and the tribe of Levi will continue to bless the nation as thrv1 

still do todqy (1 0 :8) .  Israel will not be destroyed after all, owing to 

Moses' faithful intercession ( 10: 1 0) ,  but will continue to journey 

both blessed and refreshed towards the Promised Land (vv. 6-7; cf. 

the reverse of 9:22-24) .  Finally, the deposit of the two tablets in the 

ark may reflect a practice in the secular realm, where the renewal of 

a covenant after its breach involved the preparation of new treaty 

documents and the taking of a new oath of allegiance (cf. 3 1 :9-1 3 ,  

26-29; cf. Josh. 24: 1-17) .  This would also support the idea that this 

section anticipates the conclusion at verse l 2, with the important 

question: And now, 0 Israe� what does the LORD your God ask of you? 

(Thompson 1 974: 143) ·  

vi. A call to commitment: 'What does the LORD your God 

require of you?' (rn:I2 - n:32) 

Context 
This section builds up to a grand climax, completing the first part 

of Deuteronomy like a grand theological symphony, with 10 :  l 2 

resembling the beginning of 4: 1 ,  with the words And now (we 'atta) 

after the first recital of Israel's history in chapters l - 3 .  In this way, 

10 :  l 2 - l l :  3 2  resembles 4: 1-40, with similar structure and vocabu­

lary, and also with application following history. But now l o: l 2 -
l l :  32  moves on to the practical implication and outworking of 
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9 :7  - 10: l l ,  which will also resonate with language from previous 
passages, such as chapters 5 - 7. 

a. 'What does the LORD your God require of you?' (10:12-22) 

Comment 
The commands in this section are a reinstatement and filling out of 

the Shema (6:4-5) ,  thus enabling Israel to begin again after the 
rehearsal of the golden calf episode in 9:7 - 1 0: l r .  But at the heart 
of this section is the issue raised at 9:6 with regard to Israel's 
standing before God as a stiff necked people, just before the golden 

calf episode, thus providing a frame with 1 0: 1 2-22 .  This would 
suggest that the central command to Israel in this section relates to 
verse l 6: Circumcise your hearts . . .  and do not be stiff necked a1!J longer. In 
this respect, we may follow the concentric structure of these verses 
proposed by Barker (2004: 1 03) :  

A 
B 

B' 
A' 

c 

Verses 1 2-13  
Verses 14-1 5 
Verse 1 6  
Verses 1 7-1 9 
Verses 20-22 

Basic command 
Introductory reason for verse l 6 
Command: circumcise the heart 
Supplementary reason for verse 1 6  
Summary, basic command and reason 

12-13. And now, 0 Israel what does the LORD your God require of you? 
(v. 1 2a) . These words begin to work out the implications of 9 : 1  -
lo: l l, in the same way that 4: l follows the historical recollections of 
chapters l - 3 (cf Mic. 6 :8) .  What now follows is a fivefold response, 
which may have been meant to parallel the fivefold forty days and 
nights of fasting by Moses in 9:7 - 10 :  l r .  The Lord asks for five 
things which are frequently addressed throughout the book. The 
first is fear (reverence) , which importantly sets the foundation for 
all the other attitudes that follow (4: 1 0; 5 :29) . Fear of the Lord then 
logically leads to the travel metaphor of walking in all his ways (5 : 3 3 ;  
1 0: 1 2; l 1 : 22 ;  1 9:9; 26 : 1 7 ;  28 :9 ;  3 0 : 1 6) ,  which in Deuteronomy is 
contrasted with turning aside from the way (2:27; 5 : 3 2-3 3 ;  l 1 : 1 6, 28; 
1 7 : 1  l ,  1 7; 28 : 14), especially illustrated in the golden calf incident 
(9: 1 2, 1 6) .  At the centre of the unit is the command to love God 
which illustrates its importance from the Shema (6:4-5) ,  as well a� 
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its anchor in God's election and choice of Israel, to which Israel 

must respond in kind. Israel was to love God because God first 

loved her (vv. l 5-16 ;  cf. 3 0:6) . Following this, Israel was to serve the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul (v. l 2b), which 

is the first occasion since 6 :  5 in which this language is used for some 

attitude other than love. This would begin to indicate that each of 

these responses represent interrelated attitudes, first worked out for 

each of the five responses at 6: l 3-19 following the Shema at 6 :4-5 . 
The fifth response of obeying the Lord's commands and decrees 

for your own good (v. l 3) indicates that the law was not a burden to be 

borne, but was Israel's life in all its fullness (32 :47). But basic to all 
obedience is fear (reverence) of God (5 :29) and love of God (6:4-
1 9) .  People in whom these attitudes are found will walk in God's 

ways, serve him, and keep his laws (Thompson 1 974: 147) · 
q-19. Verses 14-19  contain two pairs of matching triplets (vv. 

14, l 5 ,  1 6  and vv. 1 7, 1 8, 1 9) ·  Each begins with a hymn-like exalt­

ation of Yahweh, 'W"ith matching superlatives (vv. 14 and 17 ;  e.g. God 
of gods and Lord of lords), followed by a portrayal of God's action or 

character (vv. l 5 and l 8), and concluding with a command for Israel 
to respond in an appropriate way (vv. 1 6  and 1 9) ·  However, as indi­

cated in the outline above, both sets of triplets revolve around the 

first response at verse 1 6, finally leading to the command to show 
love for the alien (v. 1 9) .  

14 ·  The first superlative establishes the Lord as  the sovereign 

creator and owner of the cosmos, including the extremities of the 

heavens (lit. 'the heavens and the heavens of heavens') as well as 

the earth and everything in it. The immediate context would suggest 

its monotheistic and elective purposes from 4: 3 5-39. 
1 5 ·  Yet. (Heb. raq) . In surprising contrast to the stupendous 

wonder of the Lord's cosmic ownership of the universe is the fact 

that Yahweh should have focused affection ('be attached to' or 'have 

pleasure and delight in') on the insignificant ancestors of insignifi­
cant Israel. This verse echoes 4: 37-39 and 7:6-8 in expressing the 

wonder of Israel's election. In the latter passage, the surprise was 

that God should have chosen Israel though they were so small. 

Here, the surprise relates to God's greatness in terms of his cosmic 

ownership of the entire universe that he should choose insignifi­
cant Israel (cf. Exod. 1 9 : 5-6) . 
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16. This verse returns to the problem of Israel's stubbornness 

(9:6, 1 5 ,  27), and may even have been suggested by the reference to 

the ancestors in the previous verse (cf. Gen. 1 }:9-14) (Nelson 2002: 
1 37) .  Its place here is central in the argument of verses 14-19, as 

well as for the frames of verses 1 2-13 and 20--22. As a conclusion 

to the first triplet (vv. 14- 1 6), it relates to Israel's unique call and 

continuing election before Yahweh. Here, the language of circum­
cision is used in a metaphorical way, and is directed at Israel's condi­
tion of being stiff-necked (or stubbornly disobedient), which goes 

back to the golden calf episode at Exodus 32  - 34. This in turn is 
related to the heart, where the actual process of circumcision must 

be carried out, if Israel is to be delivered from being stiff necked The 

language suggests that every obstruction to fearing and loving the 

Lord, as well as obeying his will, must be cut away, if Israel is to 

survive as God's covenant people (cf. 3 0:6). 
17. Whereas the first triplet and superlative open with the Lord's 

ownership of, and sovereignty over, the highest heavens (v. 1 4) ,  the 

second triplet begins with the Lord's relationship to all other spir­

itual realities, in language similar to God of gods and Lord of lords (cf. 

Ps. l 3 6 : 1-26) . In effect, this superlative use of  language is really 

affirming the monotheistic truth expressed about Yahweh at 4:3 5  
(The LORD is God· besides him there is no other, cf. 3 2 :  3 9) and at 6:4 (Hear, 
0 Israel The LORD our God, the LORD is one) .  In other words, Yahweh 

is the only supreme God and ruling Lord in heaven and on earth 

(4: 3 9; cf. 3 : 24; Ps. 1 3 6 :2-9, l 5-20) .  Verse 1 7  then goes on to describe 

God as great, migh!J and awesome, emphasizing his exalted nature. Two 

of these adjectives (great and awesome) have already been used at 7:21 
within a military context. The middle term, migh!J (gibbotj, also has 

military overtones (e.g. Ps. 24:8 ;  Isa. 42: 1 3) .  But there is a surprising 

link between these military characteristics and the remaining two 

moral attributes of God, who shows no partiali!J and accepts no bribes, 
illustrative of the ideal judge (cf. 1 : 1 6-17;  1 6 : 1 9) .  This link might be 

a natural consequence of the Lord's supreme authority over the 

heavens and the earth (v. 14), in which Yahweh stands as the judge of 
all the earth who will always do right (Gen. l 8 :2 5 ;  Ps. 146: 5-10) .  At the 

same time, it might also reflect the ideal of kingship in the Ancient 

Near Eastern world, in which the king, as the representative of the 

gods, was responsible for protecting the weak and vulnerable (cf. 
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its anchor in God's election and choice of Israel, to which Israel 

must respond in kind. Israel was to love God because God first 

loved her (vv. l 5-16 ;  cf. 3 0:6) . Following this, Israel was to serve the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul (v. l 2b), which 

is the first occasion since 6 :  5 in which this language is used for some 

attitude other than love. This would begin to indicate that each of 

these responses represent interrelated attitudes, first worked out for 

each of the five responses at 6: l 3-19 following the Shema at 6 :4-5 . 
The fifth response of obeying the Lord's commands and decrees 

for your own good (v. l 3) indicates that the law was not a burden to be 

borne, but was Israel's life in all its fullness (32 :47). But basic to all 
obedience is fear (reverence) of God (5 :29) and love of God (6:4-
1 9) .  People in whom these attitudes are found will walk in God's 

ways, serve him, and keep his laws (Thompson 1 974: 147) · 
q-19. Verses 14-19  contain two pairs of matching triplets (vv. 

14, l 5 ,  1 6  and vv. 1 7, 1 8, 1 9) ·  Each begins with a hymn-like exalt­

ation of Yahweh, 'W"ith matching superlatives (vv. 14 and 17 ;  e.g. God 
of gods and Lord of lords), followed by a portrayal of God's action or 

character (vv. l 5 and l 8), and concluding with a command for Israel 
to respond in an appropriate way (vv. 1 6  and 1 9) ·  However, as indi­

cated in the outline above, both sets of triplets revolve around the 

first response at verse 1 6, finally leading to the command to show 
love for the alien (v. 1 9) .  

14 ·  The first superlative establishes the Lord as  the sovereign 

creator and owner of the cosmos, including the extremities of the 

heavens (lit. 'the heavens and the heavens of heavens') as well as 

the earth and everything in it. The immediate context would suggest 

its monotheistic and elective purposes from 4: 3 5-39. 
1 5 ·  Yet. (Heb. raq) . In surprising contrast to the stupendous 

wonder of the Lord's cosmic ownership of the universe is the fact 

that Yahweh should have focused affection ('be attached to' or 'have 

pleasure and delight in') on the insignificant ancestors of insignifi­
cant Israel. This verse echoes 4: 37-39 and 7:6-8 in expressing the 

wonder of Israel's election. In the latter passage, the surprise was 

that God should have chosen Israel though they were so small. 

Here, the surprise relates to God's greatness in terms of his cosmic 

ownership of the entire universe that he should choose insignifi­
cant Israel (cf. Exod. 1 9 : 5-6) . 
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16. This verse returns to the problem of Israel's stubbornness 

(9:6, 1 5 ,  27), and may even have been suggested by the reference to 

the ancestors in the previous verse (cf. Gen. 1 }:9-14) (Nelson 2002: 
1 37) .  Its place here is central in the argument of verses 14-19, as 

well as for the frames of verses 1 2-13 and 20--22. As a conclusion 

to the first triplet (vv. 14- 1 6), it relates to Israel's unique call and 

continuing election before Yahweh. Here, the language of circum­
cision is used in a metaphorical way, and is directed at Israel's condi­
tion of being stiff-necked (or stubbornly disobedient), which goes 

back to the golden calf episode at Exodus 32  - 34. This in turn is 
related to the heart, where the actual process of circumcision must 

be carried out, if Israel is to be delivered from being stiff necked The 

language suggests that every obstruction to fearing and loving the 

Lord, as well as obeying his will, must be cut away, if Israel is to 

survive as God's covenant people (cf. 3 0:6). 
17. Whereas the first triplet and superlative open with the Lord's 

ownership of, and sovereignty over, the highest heavens (v. 1 4) ,  the 

second triplet begins with the Lord's relationship to all other spir­

itual realities, in language similar to God of gods and Lord of lords (cf. 

Ps. l 3 6 : 1-26) . In effect, this superlative use of  language is really 

affirming the monotheistic truth expressed about Yahweh at 4:3 5  
(The LORD is God· besides him there is no other, cf. 3 2 :  3 9) and at 6:4 (Hear, 
0 Israel The LORD our God, the LORD is one) .  In other words, Yahweh 

is the only supreme God and ruling Lord in heaven and on earth 

(4: 3 9; cf. 3 : 24; Ps. 1 3 6 :2-9, l 5-20) .  Verse 1 7  then goes on to describe 

God as great, migh!J and awesome, emphasizing his exalted nature. Two 
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a natural consequence of the Lord's supreme authority over the 

heavens and the earth (v. 14), in which Yahweh stands as the judge of 
all the earth who will always do right (Gen. l 8 :2 5 ;  Ps. 146: 5-10) .  At the 

same time, it might also reflect the ideal of kingship in the Ancient 

Near Eastern world, in which the king, as the representative of the 

gods, was responsible for protecting the weak and vulnerable (cf. 
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Ps. 72:1-20; 2 Sam. 14:1-3 3) . 3 1  But in Deuteronomy, it is Yah\veh 

who initialh- fulfils this role. In the meantime. the enforcement of 
, , 

Yahweh's impartiality and the question of bribes are the responsi­
bility of the judges and officials within the law courts (1 : 1 6-17; 
1 6 : 1 8-20; cf. Exod. 2n, 6-8). 

18-19. Yahweh's power and kingship as protector are surprisingly 
exercised towards three groups of people. He defends the cause of  
the fatherless and the widow (often mentioned in ancient texts together 
with the poo1] , as well as continually loving (participle) the alien (cf. 
24: 1 7). The reference to the alien may be viewed as the converse to 
verse l i ,  in which the Lord both loved and showed his affection 
towards Israel, but now shows this same love (and affection) for the 
alien by providing him with food and clothing. These actions begin to 
define the God of verse l 7 b as one who shows no pa11ialiry towards 
Israel and non-Israelites alike (v. l Sb). These three groups of people 
did not enjoy the rights afforded to others and were without legal 
protection (cf. 24: 1 7), also suggested by verse I ]b. This provides a 
sharp contrast and counter-cultural position to that of some 
Ancient Near Eastern royal texts, in which the exaltation of national 
gods is often followed by the exaltation of human kings. But 
Yahweh's love and attention is towards the weak and vulnerable, and 
he extends this royal responsibility to Israel in verse l 9: And you are 
to love those who are aliens, for you yourselves were aliens in Egypt ( c£ 2 3 :7). 
This requirement moves beyond that of not oppressing aliens in 
Exodus 22 :2 1  [ET] , to the more radical call to love them (cf. Lev. 
19 : 34), on the same basis as loving your own people as yourself (c£ 
Lev. 1 9: 1 8) .  But the particular reference in verse 19  to loving the 
alien may be a reflection of God's love for his people when they 
were strangers in Egypt, thus providing an extension to verse r i 
and, even more specifically, an answer to verse 1 6  (see comments on 

V. l 6) . 
20-22. Verse 20 repeats much of the frame at verse l 2, begin­

ning with the fear and service of God, and follows 6: 1 3  by including 

3 r .  Most famously illustrated by the prologue of the law code of King 

Hammurabi (1728-1686 BC) inhvET 19  50: 1 63-165 ,  but it is silent 

about the issue of bribes or gifts. Also see Fensham (1962: l 29-139). 
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the taking of oaths in his name (see comment on 6 : 1 3) .  The new 
element introduced here is the need to hold fast (dabaq) to the Lord, 
first introduced at Genesis 2:24 with regard to husband and wife. In 
Deuteronomy the expression is first seen at 4:4 with reference to 
the covenant bond, and then at l 1 :22 ;  l 3 :4 [ET] ; 3 0:20 with the idea 
of not being seduced by other gods. Here it replaces the concept of 
love at  verse l 2. Then, in the rhetorical stvle of Deuteronomy verse , � '  

2 l picks up verse l 7 and draws attention to the great acts (great and 
awesome wonders) performed by the Lord in Egypt and in the wilder­
ness, of which the present generation were eyewitnesses (c£ 4:34; 
26:8) .  Therefore He is your praise (v. 2 1 a) ,  within this particular 
context, most probably refers to Yahweh as the worthy object of 
Israel's praise in worship (c£ 8 : 1 0) ,  rather than that he is the reason 
why Israel will receive praise from the nations (see 4:6-8 and 
26: 1 9) . 3 2  Finally, the resumption of the phrase and now links the need 
for wholehearted love and obedience to the Lord in verse l 2 to the 
affirmation of God's faithfulness to covenant promise in verse 22 
(c£ Gen. 46:27; Deut. 1 : 1 0) .  

Meaning 
The section 10 : 1 2-22 provides an important fivefold response to 
the Lord's gracious dealings with stijjnecked Israel from the golden 
calf episode o f  9:7 - 10 : 1  r .  Central to this response is Israel's need 
to fear and love ( = hold fast; v. 20) the Lord afresh from the heart (v. 
l 6), which will in turn result in Israel's serving the Lord with all their 
heart and soul (resembling the language of  the Shema) . Moreover, 
it will enable Israel to walk in all his ways, and obry the Lord's 
commands and decrees for their own good (v. q). Thus, here the 
love commandment is developed fully in the context of covenant 
faithfulness. For this reason, the Lord alone (and no other god) 
should always be Israel's praise (vv. 20-21) .  This follows not only 
because of his love to their forefathers and election of  them, but 
also on account of his unparalleled intimate involvement in his laws 
(cf. Shamash or Marduk in the Hammurabi stele represented as 
handing the laws in a somewhat detached way to the king) . Rather, 

32 .  So with Wright (1 996: l 5 1 ) ,  against McConville (2002: 201). 
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Yahweh's zeal for fairness and justice, and love for the alien, the 
fatherless and widow, as Judge and I<:ing, is something that Israel 
must replicate and follow. 

b. An appeal to the past the relation of obedience to blessing (n:1-12) 

Context 
Chapter l l concludes the great introduction to the law that began 

in 4: 1-40, and continues to expound the summary introduced at 

r o: l 2-22. The point of the whole passage is the careful consider­

ation and observance that Israel must give to loving God and 

keeping all his commands (cf 4:9; 6:1-8; 7: 1 2-16) ,  in order that they 

might make the right choice relating to conquest and life within the 

land. In the light of such choice, the chapter introduces for the first 

time the opposites of blessing and curse, which belonged to stan­

dard law code and treaty formulations, but are also introduced into 

Israel's own covenant understanding with the Patriarchs at Genesis 

l 2: 3 .  Thus chapter l l ends (vv. 26-32) by setting out the blessing ·· 

and curse option, which is then developed more fully in chapters 

27 - 28. 

Comment 
r .  The middle term love from l o: l 2 is now given prominence, but 

the second-person singular form of the imperative, appealing to 
corporate Israel, may also be a direct quotation from 6: 5 .  Its imme­
diate reference is to the keeping of the Lord's requirements or 'charge' 
(mifmere�, which is found only here in Deuteronomy (cf. Gen. 26: 5) .  
The other three legal terms of decrees (buqqfm), laws (mifpatfm) and 
commands (mifwot) recall their first combinations at 5 : 1  and 30  as a 
frame to the Decalogue, as well as at 6: 1-3 (cf. 'every day' at 6:2) ,  
immediately before the Shema of 6:4-5 enjoining love for God, with 
the identical words, Love the LORD your God (6: 5 a) .  

2/. These verses demonstrate the importance of eyewitness 
testimony to the public nature of the events of the exodus and 
wilderness period by the present Moab generation, reinforcing the 
case for immediate obedience in verse 2 (today) to God's commands 
(v. 1 ) .  It was they and not their children who experienced the Lord's 
discipline (musar) through his mighty acts as a means of instruction 

D E C T E R 0 " 0 .\f Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : 6 8 

(cf. 8 : 5) .  These are also called signs ('otot) at the beginning of verse 

3 , 3 3  performed in the heart of Egypt, resulting in a fasting ruin on 

them (v. 4b), as well as in the middle of all Israel during the wilder­
ness (v. 6 ;  cf. l'\um. 1 6: 3 0) .  The distinction between the present 
.YI:oab generation and their children (vv. 2-7) makes an int�resting 
rhetorical contrast with 5 :  3 ,  thus strengthening the further tie with 

5 : 1-3 , where the present generation is distinguished from their 
fathers (cf 1 : 3 4-40) . The appeal to Yahweh's saving acts as a basis 

for the call to obedience is typical of Deuteronomy, with. only two 
elements mentioned here. The first is positive, relating to the detail 

of the crossing of the Reed Sea (v. 4) . The other is negative, with a 
reference to the rebellion and punishment of Dathan and Abiram 

(v. 6) . Both examples include a challenge to the authority of Moses, 
and the earth swallowing up its victims. The omission of Korah the 
Levite might be because the issue is a question of sovereignty and 

not cultic leadership, as the previous reference to Pharoah and his 
army would suggest (M:errill 1 994: 207) . 

8-12. Verse 8 repeats and reinforces the command of  verse 1 by 

reminding Israel to keep (now 2mp) 'all the commandment' (sing.) 
(cf 5 :  3 I ;  6 :  r ,  2 5 ;  7 :  l r ;  8 :  l) today, indicating the wholeness and 
comprehensiveness of the law. Verses 8 and 9 remind Israel of the 
balance between obedience to the law as a condition for entering and 
enjoying the land and the unconditional nature of the land as gift in 
fulfilment of the promise of the land given to the fathers. Both are 
always held in tension throughout Deuteronomy as opposite sides 
of the same coin. In this respect these verses resemble 6: r -3, but the 
new element is the idea of strength to go in and possess the land 
(v. 8), as well as the enjoyment of longevity within the land (v. 9). It 
would appear that the strength to go in and possess the land is directly 
linked to Israel's scrupulous obedience of the commandments and 
so expresses the need for both physical and moral courage to �bey 
'all the commandment' Gosh. 1 :7 ;  2 3 :6; cf Deut. 8 : 1-5) .  The discus­
sion of the land in verses r o-l 2 is prefaced by its description as a land 

flowing with milk and honry (v. 9b; see commentary at 6:3) .  An impor­
tant contrast is then made in verses r o-l 2 between the circumstances 

3 3 . For the special use of s�ns here, see Helfmeyer 'n·iw in 7DOTr:r77-r78. 
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of Egypt, where human effort (by foot) virtually assured the irriga­
tion of crops from the �ile, and the geography and climate of 
Canaan, in which the land of mountains and valley (which could not be 
irrigated by human effort) was dependent upon the seasonal rains 
from heaven. This would indicate Israel's greater need of dependence 
upon the provision of the Lord, who is God in heaven above and on 
the earth below (4: 39 ;  1 0: 14) .H It is described as a land that the Lord 
cares for (lit. 'seeks after') all the year long, suggesting its Edenic qual­
ities (v. 1 2; cf. 6 : 1 0-1 2; T 1 3-1 5 ;  esp. 8 :7-9). This description of the 
land is offered as a prelude for the argument that follows in verses 
1 3-17 .  

c. The Shem a and future blessing (1 n3-21) 

Comment 
13-15. Verse 1 3  performs the function of verses l and 8 before 

it, but intensifies at this point with the use of the infinitive absolute: 
If you faithfulfy obry (or 'indeed obey') the commands I am giving you . · 
today (cf. v� 8). Surprisingly at this point, Moses' speech imperceptibly 
becomes Yahweh's speech, as the I of verse 1 3  merges into the I of 
verses 14 and l 5. This may be partly accounted for if we understand 
the language of verse l 3 b (to love the LORD your God and to serve him 
with all your heart and with all your soul) as a repetition of its use at r o: 1 2  
as a command of the Lord (see v. l above) . In contrast to Baal, the 
Canaanite god of the storm and rain, Yahweh alone would be 
responsible for sending the rain on the land in its season, illustrating 
his total care for the Israelites (v. 14; cf. Lev. 26 :3-4; Jer. 5 : 24) . This 
would include the autumn rain (October-November), bringing to an 
end the long dry summer, and enabling ploughing to take place, 
followed by the spring or 'later' rains, which appear as storms in 
March-April, marking an end of the rainy season and enabling the 
final period of growth before the harvest. It would also include 
important showers and storms between these periods. Such rain 
would result in agricultural produce - grain, new wine and oil (see 

34. Craigie (1976: 209) interestingly sees 1 1 : 1 0  as an answer to Numbers 

16 : 1 3-14. 
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commentary on 7 : 1 3) - followed in verse l 5 with the provision of 
grass for the cattle. It is difficult to know whether the words, and 

you will eat and be satisfied, relate to the eating of the fattened cattle, 
or whether both cattle and people alike \Vill eat and be satisfied (cf. 
7 : 14) .  Possibly both meanings are meant to overlap, keeping in mind 
that the verbs eat and be satisfied are also found alongside warnings 
relating to the increase of herds and material wealth (6: 1 l-I 2 ;  8 : 1 2-
14) .  And so the total blessings of the land were not a reward for 
faith, but were enjoyed and appropriated by a life of faith and obedi­

ence in the light of the Lord's covenant of love made with the fore­
fathers (7: 1 2) .  

16-17. The opening words Be careful (v. l 6a), coming after the 
previous words eat and be satisfied (v. l 5 b ) ,  follow the same order 
found at 8 : 1 0-1 l ,  and especially 6 : 1 0-1 5 with similar language of 
judgment. However, here in verse l 7 the language appears to 
conceal a strong polemic against Baal, the Canaanite god of rain, 
with the heavens being shut up, so that there will be no rain and 
produce, and the people will soon perish from the good land the Lord 
is giving them. Lack of rain, failure of the crops and the destruction 
of life were standard curses all over the Ancient Near East, and were 
written into many of the treaties which have been preserved 
(Thompson 1 974: r 5 4) .  In addition, the language of verse 1 6  indi­
cates the ever-present danger that Israel will be enticed or 'seduced' 
<.pata) by other gods (found only here in Deuteronomy; cf. Exod. 
22 : 1 6) .  Israel would have been continually tempted to inquire about 
the gods who appeared to give agricultural success to the land and 
inhabitants of Canaan. But this would only lead to Israel's loss  and 
destruction (cf. l Kgs 1 8 : 1-46; Hos. 2 : 5-9;  Amos 4:7-9). 

l8-2r .  These verses parallel and repeat 6 :6-9 with slight varia­
tions. Their importance here, beginning with verse 1 8 ,  Fix these words 
of mine in your hearts and minds, recalls 6:6 and its link with the Shema 
itself at 6 :4-5 (Merrill l 994: 2 lo) .  According to one view, this might 
suggest some kind of closure at this point, following the Horeb 
narrative beginning at 6 :4, with Hear, 0 Israel (Weinfeld l 99 l :  4 5 3-
4 5 4) .  An important difference here is the use of the plural verb 
forms, making the application to all the people more definite, 
compared to the singular use of the verbs at 6 :6-9. But this might 
be a stylistic way of rounding out the application of this important 
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produce, and the people will soon perish from the good land the Lord 
is giving them. Lack of rain, failure of the crops and the destruction 
of life were standard curses all over the Ancient Near East, and were 
written into many of the treaties which have been preserved 
(Thompson 1 974: r 5 4) .  In addition, the language of verse 1 6  indi­
cates the ever-present danger that Israel will be enticed or 'seduced' 
<.pata) by other gods (found only here in Deuteronomy; cf. Exod. 
22 : 1 6) .  Israel would have been continually tempted to inquire about 
the gods who appeared to give agricultural success to the land and 
inhabitants of Canaan. But this would only lead to Israel's loss  and 
destruction (cf. l Kgs 1 8 : 1-46; Hos. 2 : 5-9;  Amos 4:7-9). 

l8-2r .  These verses parallel and repeat 6 :6-9 with slight varia­
tions. Their importance here, beginning with verse 1 8 ,  Fix these words 
of mine in your hearts and minds, recalls 6:6 and its link with the Shema 
itself at 6 :4-5 (Merrill l 994: 2 lo) .  According to one view, this might 
suggest some kind of closure at this point, following the Horeb 
narrative beginning at 6 :4, with Hear, 0 Israel (Weinfeld l 99 l :  4 5 3-
4 5 4) .  An important difference here is the use of the plural verb 
forms, making the application to all the people more definite, 
compared to the singular use of the verbs at 6 :6-9. But this might 
be a stylistic way of rounding out the application of this important 
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passage, both in a personal and corporate way, which is character­
istic of Deuteronomy's style. The repetition of this passage at both 

ends of this long section therefore serves as a warning of t_he danger 

of embracing Canaanite gods. It also renews Israel's call to love, fear 

and serve the Lord alone, by teaching and keeping his command­

ments, in the home, when on a journey and in public life. Finally, in 

verse 2 l this passage includes a motive for observing the command­

ments, not found at 6 :67 . The promise of long life in the land for 

both parents andyour children may reflect 6 :2  (4: 2 5 ,  40; 5 : 1 6; 5 : 3 3 ; 

l l :9; cf. Ps. 89 :29) . 

d. See, I am setting before you todqy a blessing and a curse (n:22-32) 

Comment 
22-25 The opening injunction to carefulfy observe (v. 22a) repeats 

the same form of the verb last used at 6 : 1 7, while the words to love 
the LORD your God, to walk in all his wqys and to hold fast to him (v. 22b) ,  

reassert the same language used a t  l o :  l 2 and 20. This particular ··· 
combination of words now makes the final appeal for the prepar­

ation and possession of the land, in which obedience to 'all this 

commandment' or walking in all his wqys is flanked by love and holding 
fast to Yahweh. These concepts were especially relevant to the issues 

of idolatry and life (blessing and curses) within the land (cf. 4:4; 

l 1 : 22;  1 3 :4; 30: 20). A new element is found in verse 24: Every place 
where you set your foot will be yours. This anticipates Joshua l :  3-5 and 

14:9,3 5  indicating the north-south (the Sinai wilderness to Lebanon 

in the north) and east-west (the Euphrates in the east to the 

Mediterranean) boundaries to the land (cf. 1 :6-8 ; 2: 5 ;  34: 1 -4; Gen. 

l p 8- 1 9) .  These ideal borders were only fully realized in the days 

of David/Solomon (2 Sam. 8 : 1-14; l Kgs 4: 21-24) .  Verse 25 finally 

reminds Israel that no man will be able to stand against you, as Yahweh 

will strike terror and fear upon the inhabitants of the land, recalling 

2:25  and 7 : 1 7-24 (cf. Exod. l p 6) .  

26-32. Three main points mark out l l :  26-3 2 as a distinct section, 

3 5 .  Could be a symbolic declaration of 'dominion' over, and 'legal owner­

ship' of, the land (cf. Deut. 1 : 3 6; 3 p9). 
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providing a kind o f  hinge between chapters 4 - l l and l 2 - 2 8 ,  \vith 

both sections ending with a reference to blessings and curses, in line 
w-ith covenant and treaty language. In this respect, Thompson ( l 97 4: 

l 5 9) shows how l 1 : 26-32 stands in a chiastic relationship to l 2 : 1  -
28:68 in the following way (slightly modified) : 

(a) l l :26-28 

(b) I I : 29-3 0 

(c) 1 1 : 3 1-32  

(c) ' 26: 1 6-19 

(b) ' 27: 1-8, l l-26 
(a) ' 28 : 1-68 

Blessing and curse pronounced in Moab 

Gerizim and Ebal 

Command to obey the commandments 

Command to obey the commandments 

Gerizim and Ebal 

Blessing and curse pronounced in Moab 

26-28. The imperative See (v. 26a; cf. 4: 5 ;  30:  l 5) marks a decisive 

new beginning, followed by the participle setting, suggesting a note 

of renewed imminence and urgency relating to both the occupation 

of the land and the choice now to be made (Lohfink 1 96 3 :  232-23 3).  

Secondly, what Yahweh now gives is not the land, but the blessing and 
curse (cf. Gen. l 2: l-5)  (McConville 2002: 20 5) .  Thirdly, as mentioned 

above, the language of blessing and curse at l 1 : 26-28 parallels that of 

28: 1-68,  and the mention of Mounts Gerizim and Ebal at l 1 :29 finds 

a parallel with 27: 1-8, l l-1 3 .  Further, the expression I set before you 
todqy (v. 26) has already appeared at 4:8 with regard to Israel's right­

eous laws, and occurs again at 3 0: 1 5 and 1 9  with regard to blessings 

and curses when the present covenant is renewed. Here, the singular 

form of blessing and curse is used in anticipation of their more detailed 

exposition later on (28 : 1-6 8) .  The verb translated obry (v. 27) is actu­

ally the verb 'to listen' or 'hear', and can carry the meaning 'hear and 

obey' (cf. Matt. T24, 26). The curse, however, makes its appearance 

here for the first time and it is presented as a direct contrast to the 

blessing. This would strongly suggest that it had always been the 

Lord's plan to bless Israel rather than bring curse upon her (cf. 7:9, 

1 2- 1 6) .  However, the introduction of the curse here foreshadows 

Israel's future failure to live as God's holy people at two levels: ( l) by 

disobeying the commands set before Israel (v. 28a); (2) by turning 

from the wqy and following after other gods which you have not known (v. 

28b; cf. 1 3 :2,  6, 1 3 ;  28:64; 29:26; 3 2 : 1 7 ;  Amos 3 : 2) .  

29. Verse 29 (sing. i n  a pl. context) then transfers the thought of 
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passage, both in a personal and corporate way, which is character­
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both parents andyour children may reflect 6 :2  (4: 2 5 ,  40; 5 : 1 6; 5 : 3 3 ; 
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reassert the same language used a t  l o :  l 2 and 20. This particular ··· 
combination of words now makes the final appeal for the prepar­

ation and possession of the land, in which obedience to 'all this 

commandment' or walking in all his wqys is flanked by love and holding 
fast to Yahweh. These concepts were especially relevant to the issues 

of idolatry and life (blessing and curses) within the land (cf. 4:4; 

l 1 : 22;  1 3 :4; 30: 20). A new element is found in verse 24: Every place 
where you set your foot will be yours. This anticipates Joshua l :  3-5 and 

14:9,3 5  indicating the north-south (the Sinai wilderness to Lebanon 

in the north) and east-west (the Euphrates in the east to the 

Mediterranean) boundaries to the land (cf. 1 :6-8 ; 2: 5 ;  34: 1 -4; Gen. 

l p 8- 1 9) .  These ideal borders were only fully realized in the days 

of David/Solomon (2 Sam. 8 : 1-14; l Kgs 4: 21-24) .  Verse 25 finally 

reminds Israel that no man will be able to stand against you, as Yahweh 

will strike terror and fear upon the inhabitants of the land, recalling 

2:25  and 7 : 1 7-24 (cf. Exod. l p 6) .  

26-32. Three main points mark out l l :  26-3 2 as a distinct section, 

3 5 .  Could be a symbolic declaration of 'dominion' over, and 'legal owner­

ship' of, the land (cf. Deut. 1 : 3 6; 3 p9). 
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26-28. The imperative See (v. 26a; cf. 4: 5 ;  30:  l 5) marks a decisive 

new beginning, followed by the participle setting, suggesting a note 

of renewed imminence and urgency relating to both the occupation 

of the land and the choice now to be made (Lohfink 1 96 3 :  232-23 3).  

Secondly, what Yahweh now gives is not the land, but the blessing and 
curse (cf. Gen. l 2: l-5)  (McConville 2002: 20 5) .  Thirdly, as mentioned 

above, the language of blessing and curse at l 1 : 26-28 parallels that of 

28: 1-68,  and the mention of Mounts Gerizim and Ebal at l 1 :29 finds 

a parallel with 27: 1-8, l l-1 3 .  Further, the expression I set before you 
todqy (v. 26) has already appeared at 4:8 with regard to Israel's right­

eous laws, and occurs again at 3 0: 1 5 and 1 9  with regard to blessings 

and curses when the present covenant is renewed. Here, the singular 

form of blessing and curse is used in anticipation of their more detailed 

exposition later on (28 : 1-6 8) .  The verb translated obry (v. 27) is actu­

ally the verb 'to listen' or 'hear', and can carry the meaning 'hear and 

obey' (cf. Matt. T24, 26). The curse, however, makes its appearance 

here for the first time and it is presented as a direct contrast to the 

blessing. This would strongly suggest that it had always been the 

Lord's plan to bless Israel rather than bring curse upon her (cf. 7:9, 

1 2- 1 6) .  However, the introduction of the curse here foreshadows 

Israel's future failure to live as God's holy people at two levels: ( l) by 

disobeying the commands set before Israel (v. 28a); (2) by turning 

from the wqy and following after other gods which you have not known (v. 
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29. Verse 29 (sing. i n  a pl. context) then transfers the thought of 
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blessing and curse to the future within the land of Canaan, as this 
relates to .\founts Gerizim (in the south) and Ebal (in the north) (cf. 
Josh. 8 :  3 0-3 5 ). Six tribes were to proclaim (natan) the blessings from 
.\fount Gerizim, and six to pronounce the curses from .\fount Ebal 
(27: 1 1-1 3 ;  cf. Josh. 8 : 3 0-3 5 ) . 36 Possibly these mountains were 
chosen because of their association with Shechem, centrally located 
in the midst of the land of Canaan, where Abraham built his first 
altar, and first encountered the Lord, as well as received his first 
promise of the land (Gen. l 2:6-7). Also, Jacob may have been impli­
cated at this site as the place where he bought his first plot of 
ground in the Promised Land (Gen. 3 3 : 1 8-20), as well as built an 
altar, appealed to his family to put away false gods, and called for 
allegiance to Yahweh (Gen. 3 p-4) . 

30. In order to anticipate any future confusion about the location 
of Mounts Gerizim and Eba!, Moses tries to pinpoint their precise 
location with four identifying features: (1) across the Jordan (from the 
vantage point of Moab) ; (2) west of the road, towards the setting sun. This 
expression may mean either the north/ south road traversing western ·· 
Palestine, or the old east/west 'Sunset Road' from Gigal to Bethel; 
(3) near the great trees of Moreh located at Shechem (Gen. l 2:6). This is 
the most significant marker, because it makes a further strong 
connection with Abraham at Genesis l 2:6-7. On this basis, it serves 
as a signal for the taking of the land in verses 3 l -3 2, including Israel's 
protection and well-being within it (Friedman 200 1 :  604); (4) In the 
light of (2) above, the reference to Gilgal might best be understood 
simply as a directional marker pointing out the road which passes 
through the Gilgal of the Arabah (near Jericho), on the way to 
Shechem, which was inhabited by t.h.e Canaanites, as distinct from 
any other Gilgal (Merrill 1 994: 21 5 ) .  

3 1-32.  These verses (second-person pl.) bring to  a close the 
lengthy section which began with the decrees and laws first mentioned 
at 4: 1 ,  thus providing a frame to chapters 4 - l l (see introductory 
comments at r o: l 2 - l l :  3 2) .  But whereas 4: l made the keeping of 
the commandments the condition for present life and the future 

36 .  Richter (zooT 348-349) plausibly suggests that ntn ('place') may 

communicate the installation of a monument in line ·"';ith 27: 1-8. 
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possession of the land, verses 3 1-32 address the need to continue to 
keep the commandments after Israel is settled in the land,37 which 
thereby forms a bridge with l 2: l and the laws that follow (cf. 5 :  l ,  3 l 

and 1 2: 1 ;  26: 1 6-1 9) . 

./v1eaning 

Chapter l l echoes language from the beginning of chapters 5 - 6 
and 7, as well as from 1 0: 1 2-22. As such, the chapter seeks to 
present a final challenge to the present generation to love the Lord 
by holdingfast to him in the light of being seduced and led astray by 
other gods within this land. Only by carefully observing the law will 
Israel have the strength to go in and possess the land (v. 8), and live 
long and secure lives within it (v. 9) . Further, it is a land that is totally 
dependent upon God for rain, peace and security (v. l l ) . Therefore, 
to love and serve him with all one's heart and soul will seal the 
blessing of rain and fertility of the land (vv. 1 3-1 5) ,  as well as its 
possession (vv. 22-2 5) .  Idolatry is the only thing that will stand in the 
way (vv. 16- 1 7) .  Then, by repeating 6:6-9, verses l 8-21 emphasize 
the great need to bind and teach the laws to the children, as a frame 
for the entire section. For the first time, the curse is then introduced 
and linked to the blessing (vv. 26-29), although it has been antici­
pated in previous chapters. However, here the curse is introduced in 
order to outline and anticipate the possible outcomes o f  the 
covenant commitment, the blessing and the curse (1 1 :26-32) .  These 
provide a frame for the whole law section at 27 : 1 1-13 and 2 8 : 1 -68.  
Only then will the hearers be ready to heed the laws for themselves, 
and respond to them (cf. 27 : 14-26) . 

C. The Law of God: the detailed covenant stipulations 
(12:1 - 26: 19) 

Context 

These chapters may be seen as a more detailed outworking (decrees 
and laws) of all that has been encountered in the first eleven chap­
ters, and especially with the renewed covenant made in the plains of 

3 7. With :;RSV at verse 3 r: 'When (ki) . . .  ' 
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(3) near the great trees of Moreh located at Shechem (Gen. l 2:6). This is 
the most significant marker, because it makes a further strong 
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simply as a directional marker pointing out the road which passes 
through the Gilgal of the Arabah (near Jericho), on the way to 
Shechem, which was inhabited by t.h.e Canaanites, as distinct from 
any other Gilgal (Merrill 1 994: 21 5 ) .  

3 1-32.  These verses (second-person pl.) bring to  a close the 
lengthy section which began with the decrees and laws first mentioned 
at 4: 1 ,  thus providing a frame to chapters 4 - l l (see introductory 
comments at r o: l 2 - l l :  3 2) .  But whereas 4: l made the keeping of 
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possession of the land, verses 3 1-32 address the need to continue to 
keep the commandments after Israel is settled in the land,37 which 
thereby forms a bridge with l 2: l and the laws that follow (cf. 5 :  l ,  3 l 

and 1 2: 1 ;  26: 1 6-1 9) . 

./v1eaning 

Chapter l l echoes language from the beginning of chapters 5 - 6 
and 7, as well as from 1 0: 1 2-22. As such, the chapter seeks to 
present a final challenge to the present generation to love the Lord 
by holdingfast to him in the light of being seduced and led astray by 
other gods within this land. Only by carefully observing the law will 
Israel have the strength to go in and possess the land (v. 8), and live 
long and secure lives within it (v. 9) . Further, it is a land that is totally 
dependent upon God for rain, peace and security (v. l l ) . Therefore, 
to love and serve him with all one's heart and soul will seal the 
blessing of rain and fertility of the land (vv. 1 3-1 5) ,  as well as its 
possession (vv. 22-2 5) .  Idolatry is the only thing that will stand in the 
way (vv. 16- 1 7) .  Then, by repeating 6:6-9, verses l 8-21 emphasize 
the great need to bind and teach the laws to the children, as a frame 
for the entire section. For the first time, the curse is then introduced 
and linked to the blessing (vv. 26-29), although it has been antici­
pated in previous chapters. However, here the curse is introduced in 
order to outline and anticipate the possible outcomes o f  the 
covenant commitment, the blessing and the curse (1 1 :26-32) .  These 
provide a frame for the whole law section at 27 : 1 1-13 and 2 8 : 1 -68.  
Only then will the hearers be ready to heed the laws for themselves, 
and respond to them (cf. 27 : 14-26) . 

C. The Law of God: the detailed covenant stipulations 
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These chapters may be seen as a more detailed outworking (decrees 
and laws) of all that has been encountered in the first eleven chap­
ters, and especially with the renewed covenant made in the plains of 

3 7. With :;RSV at verse 3 r: 'When (ki) . . .  ' 
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Moab centring on the ten words of 5 :  1-3 l .  The present generation 
were reminded that it was not with our fathers that the LOPLJ made this 
covenant, but with us, with all of us who are alive here todqJ' (H) · Therefore 
much of the law of Sinai is given fresh application in these chapters. 

( l) In terms of continuity, Deuteronomy l 2: l is closely linked 
with l l :  3 1-3 2, repeating the references to the gift of the land, and 
to the decrees and laws, thereby linking covenant promise with obedi­
ence at the beginning of the main body of laws. The following 
chiasmus proposed by Seitz (1 971 : 40) is helpful: 

A You (pl.) (1 1 : 3 1) 
B Gift of land ( 'eref) Yahweh is giving you (1 1 : 3 1) 
C Keep (Jamar) the decrees and laws (1 q2) 
C' Keep (Jamar) the decrees and laws (1 2 : 1) 
B' Gift of land ( 'eref) Yahweh has given you (1 2:1)  
A' You (pl.) (1 2 : 1) 

(2) As with the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:24-26; cf. Lev. 
17 : 1-9), this law code also follows the tradition of beginning legal 
codes with altar laws (vv. 5 -6, l 1 ,  1 3-14, 17-1 8, 26-27), thus 
focusing on purity of worship from the outset. Also, the Holiness 
Code (Lev. 1 7  - 26) and the law code in Deuteronomy (Deut. 1 2  -
26) end with similarly placed calendrical regulations (Lev. 2 3 ;  2 5 ;  
Deut. 1 6; 26), which suggests a deliberate shaping to emphasize a 
form resembling the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 2 3 : 1 0-19) . 38 

(3) As with chapter 7, Israel is warned not to copy the religious 
practices of Canaan. McConville ( 19 84: 60) draws the following 
helpful parallels between Deuteronomy l 2 and 7: 

1 2: 1-4 Command to destroy 7: 1-5 Command to destroy the 

the people and religion peoples and religion of 

of Canaan. Canaan. 

1 2: 5-1 2 Israel's holiness reflected T6-1 1 God's choice of Israel 

in command to worship as a holy people. 

at chosen place. 

3 8. See Watts (199 5: 5 p). Also see Lev. 17 - 26 on blessings and curses. 
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1 2 : 1 3-28 Enjoyment of 
abundance of the 

land as a corollary of 
holiness, and applied 
to cultic realm in 

TI 2-r6 Enjoyment of 
abundance of the land 
as corollary of holiness. 

terms of 'free' slaughter. 
r 2:29-32 Warning against 

ensnarement of 

foreign Canaanite 
religion. 

7 : 1 7-26 Warning against 
ensnarement by 
foreign religion. 

z: The law of the central sanauary: no other gods and itkJls 

(I2:I - Ij:I8; if. p7-IO) 
We may now outline chapter l 2 in the following way, noting that 

ti1ie first half ( l 2: l -l 2) uses the second masculine plural, whereas the 
second half ( 1 2 : 1 3-32) uses mainly the second masculine singular, 

except for the words see that you do ('be careful to do') at verse 32  
(2mp) , which match those at  l 2 :  l .  However, verse 3 2 concludes with 
second masculine singular verbs do not add to it or take awqy from it 
(cf. 4: 1-28 = mainly second masculine pl., esp. 4:2; and 4:29-40 = 
second masculine sing.) . 

l 2:1  These are the decrees and laws (c£ 4: 1 ;  5 : 1 ;  6 : 1 ;  l 1 : 3 2; 
26: 1 6) 

l 2: 2-4 No pagan worship - You must not worship the LORD your 
God in their wqy 

l 2: 5-7 Centralization in the present- vowed offerings, 
eating and rejoicing 

l 2:8-1 2 Centralization in the future - vowed offerings, 
eating and rejoicing (concluding with the Levites) 

l 2: l 3-l 9 Centralization and secular slaughter in the present 
(concluding with the Levites) 

l 2:20-28 Centralization and secular slaughter in the future 
l 2:29-3 l No pagan worship - You must not worship the LORD your 

God in their wqy 

Do not add to it or take awqy from it (cf. 4:2) 
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1 2: 1-4 Command to destroy 7: 1-5 Command to destroy the 

the people and religion peoples and religion of 

of Canaan. Canaan. 

1 2: 5-1 2 Israel's holiness reflected T6-1 1 God's choice of Israel 

in command to worship as a holy people. 

at chosen place. 

3 8. See Watts (199 5: 5 p). Also see Lev. 17 - 26 on blessings and curses. 
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1 2 : 1 3-28 Enjoyment of 
abundance of the 

land as a corollary of 
holiness, and applied 
to cultic realm in 

TI 2-r6 Enjoyment of 
abundance of the land 
as corollary of holiness. 

terms of 'free' slaughter. 
r 2:29-32 Warning against 

ensnarement of 

foreign Canaanite 
religion. 

7 : 1 7-26 Warning against 
ensnarement by 
foreign religion. 

z: The law of the central sanauary: no other gods and itkJls 

(I2:I - Ij:I8; if. p7-IO) 
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ti1ie first half ( l 2: l -l 2) uses the second masculine plural, whereas the 
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(2mp) , which match those at  l 2 :  l .  However, verse 3 2 concludes with 
second masculine singular verbs do not add to it or take awqy from it 
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God in their wqy 

Do not add to it or take awqy from it (cf. 4:2) 
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Comment 
r .  This important chapter is framed by the decrees and laws from 

earlier chapters (4: 1-2; 5 : 1 ;  6 : 1-3 ; 1 1 : 32), noting how 4: 1-2 also 

provides a frame at verses l and 3 2. Also, the change here with the 

perfect verb (has given) for the gi\-ing of the land (cf. l l :  3 l is giving, 

present participle) suggests a new phase in the argument, which is 

now focusing upon the laws for life within the land. This chapter 

opens and closes by stressing the importance of obeying these 

commands (vv l ,  p), which is characteristic of Deuteronomy (e.g. 

4: 1 ,  40; 5 : 1 ,  p; 6: 1 ,  25 ; l 1 : 1 ,  p) . 

2. The first act to be undertaken (v. 2) is the complete destruction 

of all the places, 39  which were regarded by the nations as holy 

because of a special identification with deity. These were usually 

located in groves of trees (representing fertility) and on high hills, 

which were considered to be closer to the dwelling places of the 

specific gods. Later in this chapter, these places will be replaced by the 

sevenfold reference to the place (maqom), where the exclusive worship 

of the Lord must take place (vv. 5 ,  l l ,  l 3 ,  14, l 8 ,  2 l ,  26) . It is for this 

reason, as indicated by Driver (1 996: 1 3 9), that the destruction of 

Canaanite places of worship was 'a fundamental and necessary 

condition for the pure and uncontaminated worship of Jehovah'. 

Therefore, as Merrill (1 994: 220) correctly points out, we may see 

here a reversal of the first two commandments in operation, namely 

5 :7 (You shall have no other gods before me) and 5 : 8-1 0  (no idol worship) . 

Thus, the idols and their shrines first had to be demolished (vv. 2-

3), and then a single, central place for Yahweh had to be established 

(vv. 4-7), one to which the whole covenant community would come 

at different times and for different purposes (vv. 8-1 2) . 

3 .  The command (v. 3) to destroy altars, sacred stones and 
Asherah poles virtually repeats the language of 7 : 5  (c£ Exod. 34: 1 3), 
with the addition here of wipe out their names from those places. Here, 
place and name are strongly connected. Therefore, the effect of 
destroying the externals of worship at a particular place is to destroy 
the name of the god worshipped there 0'vkConville 2002: 2 l 8). It 

39 .  Note that Deuteronomy avoids the term 'high places' (bamJ) typical of 

the historical books (Joshua-I<::ings) , but see commentary on 3 3 :29. 
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also means that the functioning reality of other gods has been 
rendered ineffectual, and it calls for a new order in which one name 

replaces all other names pfiller l 990: l 3 l ) .  
4 .  This verse (you = 2mp) serves as a bridge from verses 2-3 to 

5-7. It also parallels verse 3 l (you = 2ms), where its further elabor­

ation is found, highlighting the detestable practices of Canaanite 
worship (cf. 1 8 :9-1 3  addressed to Israel in the sing.) . This only re­
inforces the great need for every individual Israelite first to carry out 
the command of verses 2-3 in a radical and thoroughgoing manner, 
before verses 5-7 can be properly implemented (c£ 7 :25-26). 

5 . A contrast is then drawn with the following words :  But you are 
to seek the place the LORD _)'Our God will choose from among all your tribes to 
put his Name there far his dwelling (Krv) . Should the word lesikno (found 
only here) be translated as a noun ifor his/its dwelling, NIV /KRSV)? In 
that case, the noun feken, not otherwise attested, is presupposed 
here. Or should it be translated as a verb (fakken) , 'make his name 
to dwell'(RSv)? With the latter option, because of its unique usage 
here, interpreters often emend its present form to lesakkeno (Piel 
infinitive construct = 'to make dwell' plus 3ms suffix) in conformity 
with verse r l (lesakken Iemo Jam = 'to make a dwelling for his name'). 
Thompson (1 974: r66) suggests that the verb used in verse r l and 
at 26:2 may have been used here originally. But McConville (2002: 
21 l) takes verse r l to support the use of the noun in verse  5 as 
meaning 'to put his name there as its dwelling place' (i.e. a reference 
to the name) . The merit of reading the noun in verse 5 means that 
the Hebrew text (?v1T) does not require emendation (even though it 
is an exegetical solution) as with the verb reading. 

But what then is the meaning of to put [fum] his Name there ( l 2: 5 ,  
2 r ;  14:24) or 'to make his name dwell [fakan] there' (1 2: r r ;  14:23 ; 1 6:2, 
6, r r; 26:2; cf. Isa. l 8 :7)? The immediate contrast with verses 2-3 
indicates that, as Israel is to destroy both the places (v. 2) and the names 
of the other gods (v. 3), so they are to seek Yahweh's place, so that his 
Name may dwell there. Richter (1002: 42) appeals to the Akkadian 
idiom fuma fakanu to translate 'to place his name' (belonging to the 
ancient monumental traditions), in which case Yahweh's ownership 
and sovereignty are being asserted over land and people (e.g. 28 : 10; 
2 Sam. 1 2:28;  r Kgs 8 :43). But possibly the phrase that comes closest 
to the present text (v. 5) occurs in two Amarna letters (EA 287. 



1 86 ]) E L T E R Cl >: 0 \I Y 

Comment 
r .  This important chapter is framed by the decrees and laws from 

earlier chapters (4: 1-2; 5 : 1 ;  6 : 1-3 ; 1 1 : 32), noting how 4: 1-2 also 
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(vv. 4-7), one to which the whole covenant community would come 

at different times and for different purposes (vv. 8-1 2) . 
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with the addition here of wipe out their names from those places. Here, 
place and name are strongly connected. Therefore, the effect of 
destroying the externals of worship at a particular place is to destroy 
the name of the god worshipped there 0'vkConville 2002: 2 l 8). It 

39 .  Note that Deuteronomy avoids the term 'high places' (bamJ) typical of 

the historical books (Joshua-I<::ings) , but see commentary on 3 3 :29. 
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4 .  This verse (you = 2mp) serves as a bridge from verses 2-3 to 

5-7. It also parallels verse 3 l (you = 2ms), where its further elabor­
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inforces the great need for every individual Israelite first to carry out 
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5 . A contrast is then drawn with the following words :  But you are 
to seek the place the LORD _)'Our God will choose from among all your tribes to 
put his Name there far his dwelling (Krv) . Should the word lesikno (found 
only here) be translated as a noun ifor his/its dwelling, NIV /KRSV)? In 
that case, the noun feken, not otherwise attested, is presupposed 
here. Or should it be translated as a verb (fakken) , 'make his name 
to dwell'(RSv)? With the latter option, because of its unique usage 
here, interpreters often emend its present form to lesakkeno (Piel 
infinitive construct = 'to make dwell' plus 3ms suffix) in conformity 
with verse r l (lesakken Iemo Jam = 'to make a dwelling for his name'). 
Thompson (1 974: r66) suggests that the verb used in verse r l and 
at 26:2 may have been used here originally. But McConville (2002: 
21 l) takes verse r l to support the use of the noun in verse  5 as 
meaning 'to put his name there as its dwelling place' (i.e. a reference 
to the name) . The merit of reading the noun in verse 5 means that 
the Hebrew text (?v1T) does not require emendation (even though it 
is an exegetical solution) as with the verb reading. 

But what then is the meaning of to put [fum] his Name there ( l 2: 5 ,  
2 r ;  14:24) or 'to make his name dwell [fakan] there' (1 2: r r ;  14:23 ; 1 6:2, 
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indicates that, as Israel is to destroy both the places (v. 2) and the names 
of the other gods (v. 3), so they are to seek Yahweh's place, so that his 
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60-63 and 288 .  5-7, mid-fourteenth century BC) . In these texts the 
Canaanite king of Jerusalem, Abdi Heba, acknowledges Pharaoh's 
ownership and lordship over Jerusalem by 'setting his name in it 
forever' (thus implying ongoing ownership and responsibility 
towards it, even though he is not physically present in the area of 
Jerusalem) . This would support Nelson's (2002: l 52-1 5 3) argument 
that 'to make his name dwell' (Jakan) and 'to put/place his name' 
(fum) are equivalent expressions and do not imply anything about 
Yahweh's presence or absence at the place where the name has been 
situated (e.g. something like = 'the Lord's place/sanctuary'; c£ l Sam. 
l :9) . But at the same time, they exclude any concept of Yahweh's 
'real absence' with repeated references to the performance of sacral 
acts 'before Yahweh', that is, in Yahweh's presence (vv. 7, l 2, l 8). 
This is supported by the use of Jakan (= 'make his name dwell') 
within the festivals of 1 6:2, 6, l l ,  in which all the young men appear 
before the LORD at 1 6 : 1 6  (c£ alllsrael at 3 1 :9-1 3) .  

In the light of these arguments, the most important thrust of the 
words of verse 5 relates to the LoRD's choice of the place of worship ­
(1 2: 5 ,  l l ,  14, 1 8, 2 1 ,  26; 14: 2 3 ,  24, 25 ; l 5 :20; 1 6:2, 6, 7 , l l ,  l 5 ,  1 6; 
1 7: 8 ,  l o; 1 8 :6; 26:2;  3 1 : 1 1  = a  total of twenty-one occurrences), 
which distinguishes Israelite from pagan worship (see comments on 
verses 2-3) .  Israel is to seek (2mp) the place of the Lord's choosing 
(v. 5), which may imply pilgrimage to a designated sacred place moti­
vated by obedience and resolve (e.g. 1 6 : 1 6; 3 1 :9-13) ,  but Deuteronomy 
does not indicate the place (even though Mount Eb al is named at 
27: l-8). This is finally seen in contrast to Israel's temptation to seek 
( 2ms) or enquire as to how these nations serve or worship their gods (v. 
3 o). The reference from amongyour tribes would suggest that only one 
place was in mind for specially prescribed cultic forms of worship 
at any given time (vv 6-7, l l-1 2, 1 3-14, 26-28), rather than multiple 
and simultaneous places of worship. It is possible that the taber­
nacle and ark moved from place to place, before a more permanent 
sanctuary was set up at Shiloh (Josh. l 8 : 1 ;  cf. Jer. 7 : 1 2) .40 

40. Richter ( 2007: 342-3 66) associates the place with Mount Ebal as Israel's 

first central sanctuary, on the basis of her translation of the phrase to 

place his name linked to an inscribed monument. 

6-7· The word bring (b6' = come; cf. 26: 3 ,  9 , r o) helps to make 

the point that Israel's worship is a grateful response to the gift of the 
land given by Yahweh alone. So the people's worship and offerings 
should be brought to Yahweh's sanctuary, thus creating a frame for 
the law section (chs. 1 2  - 26) . The list of sacrifices mentioned here 
is presented in a non-technical fashion (c£ Lev. l - 7) , and is there­
fore not meant to be an exhaustive presentation of sacrifice (e.g. 

leaving out the sin and reparation offerings from Lev. 4 - 5 ,  and not 
mentioning the blood of the burnt offerings until v. 27). However, the 
pairing often stands for the whole range of sacrifices, since they are 
the principal types. These are expressed in three sets of paired 
terms, followed by firstlings, making seven in all. Of these offer­
ings or gifts (qorban) , Deuteronomy will discuss tithes further in 
14:22-29, firstlings in l 5 : 1 9-23 (cf. 26:1-1 l) and vows in 2 3 : 2 1-23 
[ET] . In parallel to the beginning of the Hebrew text of verse Ga, 
'and bring there', verse 7a begins: 'and eat there'. The point of all of 
these prescribed offerings is that they must be offered only at the 
chosen place before the LORD (the Lord's sanctuary), thus avoiding 
the error of attributing them to the gods and idols representing 
fertility powers within the land (cf. Lev. 17 : 1-9) . Only Yahweh had 
brought the people to the land, and would give it its fruitfulness  and 
fertility. Therefore, only Yahweh should be the 'destination' of their 
reciprocal 'bringing' of his bounty in gratitude and worship (Wright 
1996:  1 64) . But overriding all these points is the picture of Israel at 
worship as a community in their households (= sons, daughters, 
menservants, maidservants and Levites; cf. 1 6 : 1  l ,  14) ,jeasting and 
rqoicing before the Lord (v. 7) . Finally, Israel at worship, in obedi­
ence, togetherness, prosperity and joyful feasting, is a cameo picture 
of the covenant people in active and harmonious relationship with 
God (McConville 2002: 22 3) .  

8-ro. The command, You are not to do as we do here todqy, everyone as 
he sees fit (v. 8 ;  c£ Judg. 1 7=6; 2 1  :25) ,  contrasts with verses 5-7; simi­
larly verse 4 contrasts with Canaanite worship in verses 2-3 . Even 
so, verse 8 seems a little odd for the present Moab generation, with 
given structures in place, unless the point of these words reflects 
the wilderness setting of a passage such as Leviticus 17 = 1-9 in 
connection with the Tent of Meeting. This would also lend support 
to Deuteronomy's special place for future worship, which can be 
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This is supported by the use of Jakan (= 'make his name dwell') 
within the festivals of 1 6:2, 6, l l ,  in which all the young men appear 
before the LORD at 1 6 : 1 6  (c£ alllsrael at 3 1 :9-1 3) .  
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(v. 5), which may imply pilgrimage to a designated sacred place moti­
vated by obedience and resolve (e.g. 1 6 : 1 6; 3 1 :9-13) ,  but Deuteronomy 
does not indicate the place (even though Mount Eb al is named at 
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the law section (chs. 1 2  - 26) . The list of sacrifices mentioned here 
is presented in a non-technical fashion (c£ Lev. l - 7) , and is there­
fore not meant to be an exhaustive presentation of sacrifice (e.g. 

leaving out the sin and reparation offerings from Lev. 4 - 5 ,  and not 
mentioning the blood of the burnt offerings until v. 27). However, the 
pairing often stands for the whole range of sacrifices, since they are 
the principal types. These are expressed in three sets of paired 
terms, followed by firstlings, making seven in all. Of these offer­
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gained only after Israel has achieved rest from all her enemies (cf 
2 5 : 1 9) ,  and has thereby obtained her inhe1itance within the land of 
Canaan (vv. 9-ro) .  It is to this place that all the offerings of verses 
6-7 must be brought, repeated at verses l 1-I 2. This argument is 
especially supported at the beginning of the next section (vv: l 3-14) ,  
which parallels verse 8 .  

rr.  The list of sacrifices here is almost identical to that of verses 

5 and 6, except that the phrase all the choice possessions JOU have vowed 
(0:IV) replaces what )'OU have vowed to give and JO Ur freewill offerings and the 

firstborn of )'Our herds and flocks. The summarizing phrase in this verse 
may emphasize either the importance of the vow itself (cf 23 :2 1-
23) ,  or that of the sacrifices offered in fulfilment of the vow, high­
lighting the choice (mibbaT) possessions (v. l lb) ,  providing an echo 
and frame to Yahweh's choice (babar) of worship place (v. l l a) .  Such 
gifts would therefore be seen as a response to Yahweh's gift of the 
land and choice of worship place (v. 6; cf 26: 1-1 l ) .  

12. The command to rejoice before the LORD has meaning only in 
terms of the designated place of worship in repeating verse 7, but the 

families ('households') of verse 7 is expanded here not only to refer 
to the offerer's family, but also to the servants (both male and 
female) and Levites (cf. p4; lO : I  8). This list is further expanded to 
include the aliens, orphans and widows at I4:27-29 and l 6 : I  I ,  I4, 
who, together with the Levites, are said to live in your towns (lit. 
'within your gates') . Thus, the householder, to whom these words 
would be primarily addressed, had both a moral (v. 4) and social 
responsibility (v. 1 2; I 6: I I ,  14) to order worship aright before 
Yahweh. 

13-19. At this point there is a change to the second-person 
singular (except for v. I 6) ,  and for this reason most scholars believe 
that it constitutes the oldest block of material in the chapter. On 
this basis, the plural form of address in verses 2-I 2 may have been 
added later. But it is better to see other rhetorical and didactic issues 
at work between these sections, especially the use of repetition (see 
Introduction: Literary features, pp. 34-3 6) . 

13-14. These verses may be seen as concluding the sequence of 
exhortations begun in verses 2-7 and 8-I 2, while at the same time 
providing a bridge into this new section (vv. I 3-I 9) . For t..1-ie first time, 
a negative command is given in verse I 3 with regard to the sacrifice 

of burnt offerings (representing all other offerings) at any place that the 

Israelites saw fit, which probably refers back to verses 2-4, 8 (cf. Lev. 
1p-9)· Rather, they were to offer them only at the place the Lord will 
choose in one of )'Our tribes (v: I4), which aligns with from among all]our 
t1ibes (v. 5) , referring to Yahweh's choice of place. This might be seen 

as a reformulation of the old altar law at Exod. 20:24-26 (= wherever 
I cause m)' name to be honoured). "\lso, following Nelson (2002: I 5 4), a 
chiastic arrangement may be detected in verses I3-I9 as follows: 

v: I 3 'Be careful lest' 
v. I4 'But only(ki 'im) at the place . . .  you shall offer' 

v. I 5 'slaughter and eat within your towns' 
v. I 6 'do not eat the blood' 

v. I 7  'you must not eat in your towns' 
v. I 8 'Instead (ki 'im) . . .  you shall eat . . .  at the place' 

v. I 9 'Be careful lest' 

r 5. This verse establishes a major change in religious and dietary 
practice (Tigay I 996: I 24) . Here we may observe an alteration to the 
previous legislation given at Leviticus r 7 :2-9, where the children of 
Israel were a pilgrim people within the wilderness setting. Now, the 
(profane) slaughter or sacrifice (zabab) of animals otherwise suitable 
for the altar sacrifice (cf Lev. I 7: 5 )  may be carried out on a par with 
the gazelle and deer (cf. 14: 5 )  in any of their towns, according to 
the blessing of the Lord. Furthermore, the people need not be ritu­
ally clean in order to participate. This concession only has real 
meaning in the light of the anticipation of a central sanctuary at 
verse I 8  (cf. vv. 5 ,  I I , I4) ,  and the impracticality of getting there 
frequently from distant places. 

r6. The principle of not eating blood lies deeper than sacrifice, 
in that the blood represents the life of the animal and must not be 
consumed (Lev. I 7 : r o-I4; cf. Gen. 9:4-6; I Sam. I4: 3  I-3 5 ;  Acts 
I 5 :  20) . Rather, it is to be poured out on the ground like water (cf. I 
Sam. 7:6; 2 Sam. 2 p 6) .  

17-19. These verses parallel verses I 3-I 5 and also recall verses 
I I-I 2. The permission to eat in af!)I of )'Our towns (v. I 5) does not 
extend to other sacrificial products, such as the tithe (now expanded) 
of the grain, new wine and oil, the firstborn of their herds and 
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flocks, and other vowed and freewill offerings, including special gifts 
(vv. 5-6, l l ;  cf. T l  3) .  Instead, they are to be eaten only at the place 
the Lord chooses (cf. 14:23) .  The unusual form of the prohibition 
(Heb. lo ' tukal le = lit. 'you are not able to') occurs six times else­
where in Deuteronomy (1 6 : 5 ;  l T l 5 ;  2 1 : 16; 22: 3 ;  22: 1 9; 24:4) . Verses 

r 8 and r 9 repeat verse l 2 with regard to eating and rejoicing. As 
with verse l 2, these verses also conclude with the need to be careful 
(cf. v. 1 3) not to neglect the precarious and dependent state of the 
Levite as long as they live in the land. 

20-28. The new element in support of the permission to 
slaughter freely relates to the promise of enlarged territory (v. 20; cf. 
Exod. 34: 24; Deut. 1 9: 8-ro) .  This anticipates verse 2 1 ,  where the 
reason for such free slaughter is spelt out more clearly in terms of 
proximity to the central sanctuary. However, the text does not define 

what too far means (cf. v. r 5 ) .  This may have been left to the indi­
vidual (14: 24) . The Temple Scroll of Qumran defines the distance 
as three days' journey. In any case, those who could not participate 
in the ritual feasts of the central sanctuary could slaughter (zabab)41 
animals from the herds and flocks as already commanded (v. l 5 ), and 
eat them as they would the gazelle or deer, without consideration for 
issues of ritual purity (v. 22) .  

The only restriction placed upon such eating was the question of  
blood (vv. 1 6, 2 3-25) which contained the life principle of the 
animal, and made atonement for life (Gen. 9: 2-4; Lev. 1 7 :4, l l ) . 
Therefore it was not to be consumed, but poured out like water on 
the ground as belonging to God alone who gives life. The import­
ance of keeping this command would determine Israel's life and 

blessing within the land (v. 2 5 ) .  

Finally, verses 26-28 return to the argument of verses 1 7-1 9 with 
regard to vowed sacrifices ('holy/ consecrated things'; v. 26; cf. 26: l 3 
= tithe) which must be offered at the altar and place of God's 
choosing (Lev. 17 : 1-9) . 

29-32· This closing section repeats the opening theme (vv. 2-4), 
and also provides a bridge for the next section (cf. l l :  3 1  - 1 2: l ;  

4r.  See Tigay (1996: l 25) .  It may also be an attempt to harmonize non­

sacral slaughter with Leviticus 17 : 1-9. 
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j : 32 - 6: 3). Kow the Lord is seen as cutting eff the nations before them 

(': 29; 1 9 : 1 ;  cf. Gen. r r 14; Le\: 1 7 :1-14). The words be careful (v: 30; 
cf. n: l 3 ,  r 9) introduce the danger of Israel being ensnared by 'stum­

bling into a trap' (cf. r25) (Tigay 1 996: 1 27), by seeking (sing.) after 
their gods (v. 30; cf. v. 5 = pl.), and asking the deliberate question, 
How do these nations serve their gods?, which points to the three situ­

ations described in the next chapter (13 :2, 6, r 3  [ET]). Verse 3 1  echoes 
verse 4, but here a reason is given for not worshipping the Lord in 

their way. This relates to the most detestable thing conceivable, namely 
child sacrifice, to motivate the elimination of pagan worship (2 Kgs 
3 :27; r6 : 3 ;  1 7 : 1 7; 21 :6; 2 3 : 1 0) .42 Finally, verse 32 provides a frame to 
verse l ,  as seen in 4: 1-2 (only in reverse) . However, in the Hebrew 
Bible, chapter l 3 begins with 1 2: 3 2, which also provides a suitable 
introduction to the case of the false prophet who might be tempted 
to add or take away from God's word. In the extra-biblical treaty of 

Esarhaddon of Assyria, a similar prohibition is found, with a curse 
for tampering with any of the stipulations of the covenant. 

Meaning 
Theologically, chapter l 2 resembles the other law codes of  the 
Pentateuch, beginning with altar laws which seek to establish the 
purity of Israel's worship and its commitment to the first two 
commandments, before moving on to other laws. But in order to do 
this, it was necessary to reverse the first two commandments in 
terms of ridding the land of the idolatrous forms of worship, 
before seeking the place which the Lord had chosen to place his 
name. In this way, the chapter also follows the pattern of  chapter 7. 

Within chapter l 2, the place where Yahweh chooses to place his 
name is not given, even though Mount Ebal is later suggested (27 : 1-

8). But this suggestion also excludes the move to see the 'central­
ization' of worship as the goal of the chapter (e.g. Jerusalem) . 
Rather, the emphasis is upon Yahweh's sovereign choice of place (not 
one place versus many), where his name will produce a new order 

42. Nelson (2002: 1 6 1) says that the expression here clearly refers to lethal 

sacrifice, in contrast to the more ambiguous 'pass through the fire' of  

1 8 :9-10  (cf. Lev. 1 8 : 2 1 ;  20:2-5). 
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of things in replacing the names of foreign gods (pure worship 
versus false \.vorship) . It is this place which Israel must seek ('-� 5 ) ,  

and not the gods of the land (\-. 30) and the detestable practices 
associated with their worship, chief of which is child sacrifice (v. 

3 r) .  The place of the Lord's choosing is to be sought for the 

prescribed sacrifices which have been vowed to the Lord, at which 
place Israel is to eatand refoice before the LORD as households, including 
the Le,ites (c£ 14:29) .  But on the other hand, Israel may now eat the 
meat of non-sacral slaughter in any of their villages or towns. Thus, 
cultic and non-cultic interests are served side by side with sacrificial 
slaughter in Deuteronomy. This was an important concession for 
new life within the land, based on distance factors in relationship 
to the central sanctuary (vv. 20-21) .  The only condition placed upon 

both types of sacrifice was that the blood of their sacrifices was not 
to be eaten, as the blood contained the life of the animal (cf. Lev. 
r7 :4, r r) (also see Introduction: Worship, p. 70). 

Ij:I-IS. Three temptations to worship other gods 

Context 
We have already noted how r 2:29-3 r begins to serve as a bridge for 
this section, especially with the question at r 2: 3 o about how the 
nations serve their gods. This anticipates the three temptations to 
worship other gods at r 3 :2, 6, r 3  [ET] . Further, these three tempta­
tions also address the situation of ensnarement after the nations have 
been destroyed at r 2 :30, which at first sight seems rather unexpected 
and odd! But this can now be accounted for if the temptation to 
worship other gods comes from either a vocal prophet (vv. r-5) ,  a 
family member (vv. 6-r r) ,  or a town led astray by rabble-rousers 

(vv. r 2-1 8) .  The concern in this chapter is still with purity of 
worship and the first two commandments (5 :7-1 0), but, whereas 
chapter r 2 focused on the sin of idolatry, here the emphasis is more 
on the idolater. Also, the movement in this chapter is from the 
private individual to the family, and then to the more public domain. 
Finally, the danger here is not from the outside, but from deeds done 
in their midst or amongyou (V\.� 5 ,  I I ,  14 [ET]) .  
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Comment 
1-3. The first person mentioned who might incite rebellion is the 

prophet (nabf') .  It was possible for a prophet to speak his own 
words, or to speak in the name of other gods Ger. 2 :8 ;  2 3 : 1 3 ) .  Such 

a prophet was to be put to death (r 8 :20) . The particular scenario in 
these verses posed a subtle and devious twist to the authenticity of 
the true prophet, because the presence of dreams (Num. 1 2:6) and 

the performance of s{gns and wonders (Deut. 4: 34; 34: 1  r ;  r Sam. TIO; 
r Kgs 1 8 : 3 6-39) belonged to the prophets to test the covenant 

loyalty of God's people (Thompson 1 974: 1 74) . In this respect, such 
a prophet should be believed ( r 8 :2 1-22) . Nevertheless, any prophet 

who then proceeded to advocate the worship and service of other 
(foreign) gods was unequivocally false, and therefore his words were 
to be rejected. Rather, such a situation was a test from the Lord (v. 

3 ;  cf. 8 :2) in order to determine whether Israel would love Yahweh 
with all [their] heart and with all [their] soul (6: 5 ;  1 0: r 2). Such a concept 

was at home in the Ancient Near Eastern tradition of treaty and 
covenant, in which loyalty was paramount. 

4. Verse 4 then picks up the temptation language of verse 2, and 

now applies the terms follow (unique here in Deuteronomy) and serve 
to the Lord, reversing the word order of r o: r 2-r 3 by placing the 
Lord first in all the clauses of the verse. Serve within this context 
does not relate so much to cultic practice as to specific obedience to 
divine commands (c£ 6 : 1 3-19;  10: 1 2-13) .  

5 .  Finally, such a prophet must be put to death (v. 5 [ET]; c£ r 8:20; 
Jer. 28 : 1  5-17) for he has preached rebellion (NN) , or better, uttered 'lies' 
or 'falsehood' (sard) with regard to the Lord's revealed will (1 9:6; c£ 
Jer. 28 : 1 5-16;  29: 3 2; Isa. 5 9: 1 3) at two important levels.43 The first 
relates to Yahweh's great act of salvation in redeeming Israel from the 
slavery of Egypt (v. p). At this level, Israel owed favours to no other 
god, for both its past and future salvation (5 :6). The second relates to 
turning from the way (derek) the LORD your God commanded you to follow (v. 

5 b). This refers to all the ways that the Lord had instructed Israel to 
walk in, the commandments, decrees and laws (10: 1 2-13) .  But this 

4 3. See commentary on the third commandment at 5 :  r r .  VTE also warns 

against prophetic figures leading the people astray (Weinfeld r9F 97-98). 
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4 3. See commentary on the third commandment at 5 :  r r .  VTE also warns 

against prophetic figures leading the people astray (Weinfeld r9F 97-98). 
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context especially relates to the first three commandments (5 :7-1 l) , 

as well as the Shema (6 :4-5 ,  l 3-1 5) .  Finally, Israel is exhorted to purge 
(lit 'burn out'; c£ 6 : 1  5 ;  T4) the evil (that which contaminates society 
and damages relationship with Yahweh) from among you. 

�· An even more difficult temptation concerns the male family 

head with wife and children, brothers and close friends (v. 6). Such 

a male family head could be secret/y enticed by any of these next of 
kin to worship other gods, whether from near or far (v. 7) . This would 
contravene the first (5 :7) and second (5 :9) commandments. Such a 

situation would be easy to cover up and, for this reason, difficult to 

detect within the wider community. A list of five prohibitions (v. 
8)44 counterbalances the five next of kin at verse 6 .  This is then 
followed by a strong command (Heb. infinitive absolute) at verse 9 :  

You [sing.] must certain/y put him to death (LXX = 'report him'; cf. Jer. 

20: r o) . The idea here of one person acting alone in carrying out the 
death sentence within a context of treason finds a parallel in VTE 
1 30-146. However, verse 9b would suggest that a scenario similar to 

17 :2-7 is operating here as well. The seriousness of idolatry is such 

that mere enticement (v. 6) is enough to trigger punishment, with no 

actual apostasy required. 

Io-I r. The story of the Levites killing their brothers and next 

of kin in the golden calf episode (Exod. p:25-29) may well be 
reflected here. Finally, verse l o  repeats the reference to the Lord's 

redemption of Israel from Egypt and the land of slavery (v. p), and 

is also linked to the first case by being called 'this evil thing among 

you' (v. l l ;  cf. v. 5 b = the evil from amongyou) . However, the reference 

in this second section serves to motivate and deter Israel from the prac­

tice of this evil again. 

I2-I8. The final scene of enticement to covenant breach 

involves a whole city. Apostasy could grip a whole town under the 
influence of wicked men (Heb. 'sons of Belial'), occurring here for 
the first time in the Old Testament (v. 1 3) .4 5  The expression could 

mean 'without worth', 'destructive' or 'meanness' (1 5 :9) , and is used 

44. The language forbidding compassion is reflected at 7:2, 1 6; 1 3 :8; 1 9 : 1 3 ,  

2 1 ;  2 5 : 1 2. 

4 5 .  Emerton (198T 214-21 7) prefers 'destructive' or 'wicked'. 

of people who foment mischief against established authority (1 

Sam. 1 0:27) , as well as bear false witness (1 Kgs 2 1 : 1 0) .  }Jl these 
meanings would suit the context well here, leading a whole town 
after other gods you have not known (v. l 3). There is emphasis in verse 

14a with the use of three verbs, inquire, probe and investigate it thor­
ough/y. If the charge proved true that this detestable (to'ebd) thing has 
been done among you (v. 14b) ,  which probably means not just the 
town's openness and consent to being enticed, but also the act of 
going after and worshipping other gods (c£ 17 :2-7) , then the whole 
town and its livestock were to be put to the sword (indicating sacral 
war) , and placed under berem or total destruction (v. l 5 ) ,  as though 

it were a Canaanite city, for this was the same judgment reserved 

for the Canaanites (c£ 7 : 1- 5 ;  Exod. 22:20 [ET]) .  In these terms, it 
was to suffer a fate like that of Jericho (Josh. 6 : 1 7-21 ) ,  in which 

everything would be destroyed by fire, as a kind of sacrifice or whole 
offering (kaltl) to Yahweh (c£ Lev. 6 :22-23 [ET] ; l Sam. 7:9) .46 It was 

to be left a ruin (lit. 'tell') for ever, never to be rebuilt (v. 16 ;  c£ Josh. 
6:26). Finally, nothing was to be excluded from the sacred extermi­

nation, so that no individual Israelite was to profit personally from 

the booty (T25-26; c£ Achan;Josh. 7:20-21). Only in this way would 

the Lord turn from his fierce anger, with a triad of blessings to follow 

(bridged by use of alliteration) , including merry, compassion, and 

increase your numbers (countering the loss of a whole city) as promised 

on oath to the forefathers (v. 1 7) .  Finally, verse l 8 provides a fitting 

frame and conclusion to chapters l 2 and l 3 ,  with the call to obry all 

of God's commands (c£ 1 2: 1 ,  p; 1 3 :4, 1 8) .  

Meaning 
The temptation to worship other gods need not be culturally driven 

from the 'outside'. Chapter l 3 warns us that the most sinister enemy 

can lie 'within', beginning with Israel's religious leadership (in this 

case the prophet) , family members and close friends, and finally a 

whole town. Each must be resisted and shown no pity, the penalty 
being death itself This only served to reveal the radical seriousness 

46. Also the fate of Gibeah and the towns of Benjamin at Judges 

19 : 1  - 20:48 was instigated by a 'rabble'. 
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of the sin of idolatry as a total breach of coven�.nt loyait:y and love 
towards the Lord, who alone had saved Israel from the slavery of 

Egypt. 

ii. Purity laws and the misuse of God's name (r4:r-2r; if. ;:II) 

Context 
This chapter links back to l 2: 3 l and l 3 :  14 in terms of detestable prac­
tices and religious customs related to the sin of idolatry within 
Canaan (cf. 7:25-26). This is taken up in the frame verses of 14: 1 and 
2 l c, and also the word detestable ( 14= 3) is now extended to certain foods 
which are declared unclean and not to be eaten (vv. 3-2ra) .  In this 

way, 14: 1-21 patterns chapter 1 2, in which the concept of Israel as 
a 'holy people' (cf. Exod. l 9: 5 ;  Deut. 7:6) frames the religious and 

social life of Israel in terms of the 'eating theme' and the further 
development of non-sacral slaughter.47 These twin concerns of 
14: 1-21  now implicate the third commandment about the name of 
God ( 5 :  l l) at two important levels. First, the purity laws prohibit 
the crossing of boundaries at the frames in terms of life and death ( 14: 
l and v. 2 1 c) ,  and then between clean and unclean foods (vv. 3-2ra) .  
Similar concerns are reflected at Leviticus 2 1 : 5-6 in the same order 
(within a cultic context) , in terms of the practices of Israel's priest­
hood. But especially with regard to the shaving of the head and the 
cutting of the body, they must not profane the name of their God 
(Lev. 2 l :6) .  And now Israel, as the hofy people of God, and his treas­
ured possession, should not bear the character and name of the Lord 
in pagan, unclean or hypocritical ways (Harman 2001 :  l 5 5 ) .  

Within the chapter, the food law section (vv. 4-2ra) is in the plural 
form of address, which thereby seeks to particularize commands 
for individual application. The passage is then enclosed by the 
singular form of address (vv. 2-3 and 2 1b/c) , which seeks to 
emphasize collective matters of election and communal behaviour. 

47. For example, 1 2: 1-4 and 3 l (boundaries of life and death) provide a 

frame for the 'eating theme' of 1 2:7, l 5-1 8, 20-25, 27; and 14: 1-2 and 

2 1b  (boundaries of life and death) provide a frame for the 'eating 

theme' of 14:3-2 1a. 
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Finally, the whole passage is introduced by the second-person plural 
in verse l .  After the introduction of verse r a, You (pl.) are the children 
of the LORD your God, the dietary regulations are enclosed in a 

concentric frame: 

Do not cut yourselves ( 2mp) (v. lb) 
You are a people holy to the LORD your God (2ms) (v. 2) 

Do not eat any detestable thing (2ms) (v. 3) 
Do not eat anything alreatfy dead (2mp) (v. z ra) 

You are a people holy to the LORD your God (2ms) (v. 2 1  b) 
Do not cook/boil a young goat in its mother's milk (2ms) (v. 2 1c) 

Within this concentric structure we may notice a paired relationship 
between singular and plural forms (e.g. vv. lb and 2 l c; vv. 3 and z ra) ,  

but verses 2 and 2 l b  are consistent in conveying the election of  
Israel in the singular. Furthermore, older legal or  apodictic laws may 
be reflected in verses l ,  3 and 2 l .  The creatures are presented 
according to the three realms in which they live: land (vv. 4-8), water 
(vv. 9-10) ,  and air (vv. l 1-20). The realms of land and water divide 
into what is permitted (vv. 4-6, 9) and what is forbidden (vv. 7-8, 

ro) .  
Finally, the sequence of the forbidden foods in Deuteronomy 14: 3-

20 is identical to that of Leviticus l 1 :2-2 3 and may be seen as 
follows: 

l .  four-footed land animals (Lev. l l :2-8; Deut. 14:4-8) 
2. water creatures (Lev. l r :9-1 2; Deut. 14:9-ro) 
3 .  birds (Lev. l 1 : 1 3-19;  Deut. 14: r r-1 8) 
4. flying insects (Lev. l 1 :20-23 ;  Deut. 14: 1 9-20) 

Comment 
r-2. The opening words, You [pl.] are the children [sons] of the LORD 

your God (c£ 1 : 3 l ;  8 : 5 ;  3 2= 5 ,  1 9, 20), recalls the language of Exodus 
4:22-2 3 ,  where Israel is called the firstborn son (sing.) of God. This is 
linked to the singular (you) of verse 2, used in Deuteronomy to 
remind Israel of their special election status and covenant standing 
before God as a nation (c£ T6; 26: 1 8) .  Here the plural sons (used in 
a distributive sense) reminds them of their individual responsibility 
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to live as members of the covenant, providing a frame at verse 2 l 

(\Vi.th pl. and sing.you in the same order) . The opening frame at v-erse 
l begins: Do not cut yourselves or shave the front of your heads far the dead. 

\>Vbile the first part of this injunction (do not cut yourselves) related to 

the entire assembly of Israel (Lev. l 9:28), the second part (shave the 

front of your heads) referred to the priests (Lev. 2 l :  5-6). But here both 

are now extended to the lay populace as a holy people (also v. 2 l a; cf 

Lev-. 22:8) .  These practices were associated with funeral rites and 

mourning for the dead (1 Kgs l 8:28; Jer. 1 6:6; 4 1 : 5 ) .  Mourning itself 

was not discouraged, but there is explicit instruction not to lacerate 

the body, which was created in the image of God (cf Lev. 19 :27-28; 

2 l :  5-6) . The practice of laceration was part of the practice of pagan 

religions (cf. Tammuz at Ezek. 8 : 14) . This is seen especially in the 

Canaanite fertility cult of Baal at l Kings l 8 :28,  where the prophets 

of Baal lacerate themselves until the blood flowed, while calling on 

the name of Baal. With these associations, the implications for Israel 

are clear. In particular, the practice of laceration, in which Israel 

would effectively bathe itself in its own blood (providing a parallel to ·· 

the young goat cooked in its mother's milk at v. 2 1 c) ,  would have 

failed to carry out the command of l 2: 3 to wipe out the names of 

the gods from the land. At the same time, such practice would be 

associated with the name of these gods, while profaning the name 
of a holy God (Lev. 2 1 : 5-6). Motivating this prohibition is the all­
important issue of sonship and kinship, with the emphatic order in 

the Hebrew, 'Sons you are of Yahweh' (v. r a) ,  in parallel with the 

beginning of verse 2a: 'For a people holy you are to Yahweh.' This 

establishes a contrast between prohibited acts performed on behalf 

of deceased kin (lame�, and the central worship of Yahweh.48 Finally, 
Israel's unique calling from all the peoples of the earth, and her 
standing before God as his treasured possession (Exod. 1 9 : 5 ;  Deut. T6), 

involved both the privilege and responsibility of bearing Yahweh's 
name alone, and not that of any other god (6: 1 3-1 5) .  

3 .  The instruction, 'You shall not eat' (NRSV) any 'detestable' thing 
(v. 3) ,  is linked by association to apostasy (1 3 : 14) and its religious 

48. See Blenkinsopp (199 5 :  r-r6) ,  who importantly develops this point for 

Deuteronomy r 2 - 26. 
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practices (1 2: 3 1 ;  cf. 7 :2 5-26) .  Already this link has been made 
berween 14: 1 and 1 2: 3 ,  3 l ,  as well as in Lev-iticus 2 1 : 5-6 relating to 
the third commandment. The principle connecting the food laws 
\Vi.th idolatrous practices is solely on account of Israel's ho!J standing 
before God. Israel was called to demonstrate her holy status and 
separateness from the nations, even down to what she ate at meal­
times. In this way, the dean/unclean food distinctions would have 
symbolically reminded Israel of her election from the nations. 
Although it is difficult to work out why some animals, birds and fish 
were considered clean or unclean, as this is not explained to us, the 
importance of this classification for Israel was that this was Yahweh's 
sovereign choice. Therefore, Israel must simply abide by what her 
sovereign Lord had declared either clean or unclean (cf Acts l 0:9-
16; cf Lev. 1 9:22-2 5 ;  Gen. 2:9, 1 6-17) .  It appears that the sovereign 
choice of meat menu, as arbitrary as this may have first appeared to 
Israel, may well find a parallel in the supernatural manna of the wilder­
ness period. This was also unknown to both the wilderness genera­
tion, as well as to the fathers before them. But it was sent to test the 
people, and finally to teach them that man does not live !ry bread alone but 
on every word that comes from the mouth of God (cf 8 : 3) (Kline 1963 :  87). 

4-5 .  The regulations in Leviticus are much more detailed, except 
in the case of the clean animals mentioned here. The first three, the 
ox, the sheep and the goat, are all domestic animals. But other wild 
animals were also permitted, and verse 5 mentions seven other kinds 
of animals that were probably encountered en route within the 
wilderness journeying, and may also have been found in the wooded 
hill country of Canaan. The mention of seven may be representative 
of a much larger range of wild animals. The deer and gazelle have 
already been mentioned together at l 2: l 5 ,  2 2  as permitted food. 
The wild goat, the ibex and the mountain goat are mentioned only 
here. All of these are split-hoofed animals. 

6-8. A template is now given for clean animals and consists of 
two elements, namely split hooves and chewing the cud (v. 6) . 
However, verse 7 provides an exemption to this with animals that 
chew the cud but do not divide the hoof, such as the camel, the 
rabbit and the coney. If hygiene was an issue, it is interesting that the 
camel was included, as it was an important animal for Israel. The 
pig was excluded for the opposite reason. It has a split hoof, but 
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48. See Blenkinsopp (199 5 :  r-r6) ,  who importantly develops this point for 

Deuteronomy r 2 - 26. 
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practices (1 2: 3 1 ;  cf. 7 :2 5-26) .  Already this link has been made 
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Although it is difficult to work out why some animals, birds and fish 
were considered clean or unclean, as this is not explained to us, the 
importance of this classification for Israel was that this was Yahweh's 
sovereign choice. Therefore, Israel must simply abide by what her 
sovereign Lord had declared either clean or unclean (cf Acts l 0:9-
16; cf Lev. 1 9:22-2 5 ;  Gen. 2:9, 1 6-17) .  It appears that the sovereign 
choice of meat menu, as arbitrary as this may have first appeared to 
Israel, may well find a parallel in the supernatural manna of the wilder­
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6-8. A template is now given for clean animals and consists of 
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does not chew the cud. However, the further template in verse 8 of 
not touching the carcass of the pig was probably mentioned espe­
cially to exclude the pig, following Leviticus l l :8 (cf. Lev. l l :24-39) .  
This might suggest that ritual considerations were also important. In 
the Ancient I'\ ear East, pigs were used in cultic situations in Canaan, 
Babylon, Egypt and also among the Hittites (cf. Isa. 65 : 2-5 ;  66: 3-4a, 
1 7) .  

9-ro. The template for fish was straightforward. Those fish with 
fins and scales could be eaten, but others were regarded as unclean. 
The distinction seems to be between free-swimming fish and those 
that burrow in the mud, although sharks would have also been 
included in the unclean group. Preservation and hygiene may have 
been a factor here. 

r r-18. The birds are mentioned next, but with no definition of 
clean (v. l l ) .  This breaks the pattern given so far. The list of twenty 
unclean examples (vv. l 2-1 8) follows that of Leviticus l l :  q-1 9.  A 
number of these are difficult to identify with certainty (e.g. the :'\'IV's 
vulture, black vulture, red kite, black kite, horned owl, screech owl, white owl 
and desert owl) . However, most of these (except the hoopoe and the 
bat) were consumers of blood and dead flesh. 

I<)-20. The fourth category mentioned is that of swarming or f!ying 
insects, the eating of which was forbidden. On the other hand, any 
winged creature (i.e.f!ying insects, not birds) that is clean may be eaten. 
This brief and ambiguous information presupposes fuller knowledge 
of the laws relating to clean and unclean foods in this category, 
which is greatly clarified in Leviticus l l :  20-2 3 .  The division is 
between insects (swarmers) that walk on all faurs (forbidden) , and 
those, such as the locust, katydid, cricket and grasshopper, that have 

jointed legs far hopping on the ground (acceptable) . 

2r.  The topic of death in verse 2 1a  not only provides a frame for 
verse 2 1 c  (young goat cooked in its mother's milk) , but also presents a 
frame for verses l-2 at the beginning of the chapter. Thus, the issue 
of life and death frames the chapter. At the beginning of verse 2 1 ,  
God's people must refrain from eating al?Jthingyou find alreacjy dead 
(Exod. 22 :  3 l [ET] ; Lev. 2 2:8) .  On the other hand, such a diet was 
perfectly acceptable for the resident alien (Heb. ger) and foreigner 
(Heb. nokri) . Such an animal could be usefully disposed of (cf. l 5 :  l 9-
23) .  But clearly the issue for Israel was one of covenant relationship 
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and standing with Yahweh in_ the light of laws forbidding such prac­
tice (Lev. 1 1 : 1 0-16; cf. Deut. 1 2: 2 3-25) .  The problem with a dead 
animal would have related to its proper slaughter and the ritually 
correct disposal of its blood. Such an understanding and practice 

helped to give definition to Israel as a ho!J people before God. 
Finally, this section ends \Vi.th the prohibition against cooking a 

young goat in its mother's milk (v. 2 1 c) .  If a narrative link is to be 

seen in verse l a  with Do not cut yourselves . . .  far the dead, then one may 
discern a common theme of bathing oneself in one's own blood 
for the dead, and the cooking of the young goat in its mother's milk, 
leading from life (the mother's milk) to death. In other words, the 
appropriate boundaries between life and death are infringed or 
crossed at both ends. The verse also appears in Exodus 2 3 : 1 9  and 

34:26, repeating the conclusion of the so-called Book of the 
Covenant (Exod. 20:22 - 2 3 : 1 9) within the same liturgical context of 
festival and offering, although here the festival instructions fallow 
rather than precede it (14: 22  - 1 6 : 1 7) .  

Meaning 
Deuteronomy 14:1-21 extendr the argument of 1 2: 3  l and 1 3 : 14 with 
regard to additional detestable practices, thus giving added meaning to 
Deuteronomy's view of what it means for Israel to be a ho!J and 
elect people. In this section, the name of the Lord can be further 
profaned by infringing or crossing boundaries relating to life and 
death (at the frames; vv. l-2 and v. 2 1 c) ,  and also by not observing 
certain laws relating to clean/unclean foods (vv. 3-2 ra/b) . 

iiz: The rhythms of life and Sabbath observance 

(r4:22 - I6:q; if. j:I2-IJ) 

Context 

Within this section, the law of the tithe provides a frame for the 
Sabbath law of release, reflecting the concerns of the fourth 
commandment ( 5 :  l 2-l 5 ) .  49 But at the same time, the tithe law also 

49. Note that the reference to at the end of every three years (14:28) provides a 

frame for three times a year ( r 6: r 6). 
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49. Note that the reference to at the end of every three years (14:28) provides a 

frame for three times a year ( r 6: r 6). 
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provides a transition from the previous section by means of the 
motif of eating, which it shares with the dietary laws (:\fcConville 
2002: 246) . This section breaks down into three groups of laws: ( l) 
regulations concerning the offering of tithes of crops and firstlings 

of herds (14 :22-29) ; (2) laws governing the sabbatical years of 
release for debtors, the poor and slaves (1 5 : 1-1 8) ; (3) laws 
concerning the offering of firstlings of livestock and the celebration 
of the three festivals of Passover, Weeks and Booths (1 p9  - 16 : 17). 
This framework suggests that worship and life are integrally related 
(cf. 14: 1-2 1 ;  Exod. 20:22 - 2 3 : 1 9) .  

Comment 
(1) Regulations for tithes of crops and firstlings of herds 
(14:22-29). 22-23. 

The law of the tithe begins with the emphatic Be sure to set aside a 
tenth, and the last two words each year (lit. 'year, year') stress that each 
year Israel was to bring a tenth of the harvest of all her fields (v. 
22) . 5° The law of the tithe (a tenth) has a long-standing precedent 
in the Ancient Near East (cf. Gen. 14: 20; 28 :22) ,  and is found at 
Leviticus 27 : 30-3 3 (belonging to the Lord and sanctuary) and 
Numbers 1 8 :2 1-29 (belonging to the Levites as their inheritance). 
However, Deuteronomy understands the tithe differently, by first 
developing l 2: l 7-l 9 in terms of a feast at the place where God will 
choose as a dwelling for his name (v. 2 3 ;  cf. 1 2: 5) .  The concept of 
the tithe as a feast is peculiar to Deuteronomy. The primary content 

of this tithe relates to the grain, new wine and oil, to which have 
been added the firstlings of herd and flock in order to represent 
meat produce, repeating l 2: l 7. Presumably only a small portion of 
the tithe was consumed as part of this meal. The stated purpose of 
this law is that you mqy learn to revere the LORD your God alwqys (v. 2 3; c£ 
4: 1 0; 1 1: 1 9; see also 6 : 10--1 2; 8 : 10--20) . 

27. A second extension of the basic command of verse 22 is the 
permission to exchange the tithe for money before going to the sanc­
tuary. This made allowance for people who were too distant from 

50. Ugaritic notes a second root for 'fr ('to pour out a libation'; 

Mayes 1 979:  245) .  
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the sanctuary, and could not carry the tithe of the abundant harvest 
with them (vv. 24-25) .  It reinforced the point that the tithe should 
not be a solemn burden but a joyful celebration. On arrival at the 
designated place of worship, the people could buy whatever they 

liked, and then each household was to eat in the presence of the 
Lord and rejoice (v. 26) . Again, much of chapter 1 2  is reflected and 

complemented here. 
28-29. As a frame to verse 22 ('year by year'), a third-year tithe (v. 

28), unique to Deuteronomy, is mentioned. Its importance is also 
underlined by its repetition at 26: l 2-1 5 ,  including a confession that 
this offering has not been made to the dead (26: 14) ,  which might 

provide a frame to the dead at 14: l .  This tithe is not dependent upon 
coming to the sanctuary, but is stored in the different towns 
amongst the people, and it becomes a way of securing means for 
those who have no property of their own in Israel, including the 

Levites, aliens, the fatherless and the widows. This was not strictly 
a 'welfare' provision, but rather a means by which these groups 

could participate in the blessings of the land. Finally, this section 
ends with Yahweh's renewed blessing upon those responsible for 

the tithes. 
(2) Laws governing the Sabbatical years of release (15 :1-18). 
Chapter l 5 follows the same social concerns and motivation as 
those found in the fourth (Sabbath) commandment (p 2-1 5 ) .  
Lohfink has recognized the centrality and importance o f  this 
commandment for the Decalogue in D euteronomy, calling it the 
'Sabbath Decalogue'. Therefore, at a literary level, Deuteronomy 
underlines the importance of its social programme at the very heart 

of its law, as this finds expression in chapter l 5 ,  which itself now 
becomes the structural flagship for a number of smaller sections in 

a similar vein in the following chapters. The Sabbatical law in 
Deuteronomy l 5 may be divided into three sections: the release of 
debts ( l 5 :  l -6), the care of the needy ( l 5 :7-l l ) ,  and the release of 
slaves (1 5 : 1 2-1 8) .  

a. The release of  debts (1-6) . r .  The focus i s  now on the 
Sabbatical (seventh) year, as this relates to loans and their release 
(v. 1 ) .  Thus Deuteronomy expands the scope of the law of the 
fallow year from release of land from the 'burden' of being 
ploughed (Exod. 2 3 : 10--1 l ;  c£ Lev. 2p-7) to the release of human 
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beings from the burden of debt (cf 0:"eh. 1 0: 3 l [ET]). In this way, it 

picks up the humanitarian dimension of the original law, which was 

for the benefit of the poor in terms of food, only here it translates 

this concept into alleviating the prime component of poverty, 

namely debt (\X'right 1 996: 1 8 8) . 

2-3. The meaning of maffeh yad6 (lit. 'the debt or pledge of the 

hand') in verse 2 is not entirely clear. According to Nehemiah 1 0: 3  l 

[ET] , it refers to the power of the creditor, who must 'let drop', or 'let 

go of', any debt owed to him. But does this refer to an existing debt, 

or merely a release of what was pledged (or taken as security) against 

the loan (cf 24:6, l o-13,  1 7-1 8)? Further, was this release a permanent 

cancellation, or only a deferral? Regardless of whether a straightfor­

ward loan or a pledge as security against a loan is in view (possibly 

the two need not be separated here), a good case can be made for the 

complete cancellation of any existing debts on loans owed to the cred­

itor, on the basis of Yahweh's proclamation at the centre of verses 2-

3 ,  as well as the strong differentiation made between the treatment 

of fellow Israelites or brothers (mentioned five times in vv. l-l l ) ,  and 

that of foreigners (or foreign traders) . This also has support in verses 

7-l l ,  where the case of lending to the poor man amongyour brothers 

becomes an imperative, even though this debt approaching the 

seventh year would become permanently uncollectible (Nelson 2002: 

1 9 5) ·  In addition, the point of verses 2-3 may be seen in a reverse 

fashion with the Sabbath year release of the Hebrew servant in verses 

r 2-1 8, who was not to be sent away empty-handed, but supplied liber­

ally from your Jlock,your threshing-floor and your winepress (cf. Lev. 2 5 :  8-3 8). 

4-6. The expression, there should be no poor amongyou (v. 4), states 
the ideal, while verse l l states the reality with the words, There will 
alwqys be poor in the land 5 l  However, these should not be seen as 
contradictory statements. Deuteronomy rather views the ideal as a 
work in process and progress, like the taking of the land itself (7: 2 2) .  
But i t  i s  nevertheless achievable, because Yahweh will richly bless 
I srael (vv. 4b and 6) if they will only obey fully all the commands 
being given today (v. 5), at the centre of this blessing frame. As far as 

5 r .  Vogt (2008: 3 5-44) excludes aliens, orphans, widows and Levites from 

among the poor. 
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the poor are concerned, the law of verse 4 would not be necessary 

if this kind of obedience was fully implemented. In fact, such obedi­
ence would only lead to the prospect of becoming a 'creditor nation' 
(cf. 28 :  r 2, 44) rather than a dependent nation, with negative 
personal, economic, social and political consequences (v. 6) . 52 

b. The care of the needy (7-II). This section targets the hypo­
thetically poor person within Israel (vv. 7, r r) . It is not clear whether 

such a person actually takes the initiative in requesting a loan from a 
creditor, or is simply brought to the attention of the rich and 
powerful. The first suggestion is probably to be preferred on the 
basis of verse 8, where the word lend is the same as that used at verse 
6. The point of the passage is  that the near approach of the seventh 
year for cancelling debts should not deter the rich and powerful from 
lending the neecjy brother all that he needs. If the loan is refused, the 
poor person may appeal to the LORD against you, and you will be found guilty 
ef sin (v. 9; cf 24: 14-1 5) .  Deuteronomy is clear that legal stipulations 
alone will not bring this about, but it is dependent on inner attitude, 

motivation and obedience of the heart (vv. 7, 9, 1 0) ,  which controls 
the hand (vv. 7, 8, r r ) , the wicked thought (lit. 'a word from Belial'; cf 
l p 3) and the 'evil eye' (ill willNN; v. 9; cf Mark 7:20-2 3).  In the end, 
the true motive for lending was not economic advantage, since loans 
were to be made without interest (2 3 : 1 9-20; cf Exod. 22:25) ,  but the 
genuine plight of one's kindred. Final appeal is made through the 
relational language of your brothers,your cities and your land (vv. 7, 9,  r r ) . 

Israel's whole concept of covenant and life together was built upon 
the concept of 'kinship', and thus to disobey this law would begin to 

dismantle this sense of community from the foundation upwards. 
c. The release of slaves (12-18). This law extends the prin­

ciple of 'remission' (vv. l -2) to those who have become slaves 

because of debt and poverty. 5 3 There is good reason to believe 

52 .  The verb rule (Heb. mafaf) occurs only here in Deuteronomy relating to 

economic prosperity and independence. 

5 3 .  Here the NIV = selfs himself to you (e.g. the slave's labour for a period) is to 

be preferred to the NRSV = 'is sold to you' (Lev. 2Hc;-43; c£ Exod. 

22:3) .  The buying of a Hebrew servant at Exod. 2 1 : 2  would most likely 

refer to a foreign 'Habiru' slave (Lev. 2 5 :44-46). 
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beings from the burden of debt (cf 0:"eh. 1 0: 3 l [ET]). In this way, it 

picks up the humanitarian dimension of the original law, which was 

for the benefit of the poor in terms of food, only here it translates 

this concept into alleviating the prime component of poverty, 

namely debt (\X'right 1 996: 1 8 8) . 
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itor, on the basis of Yahweh's proclamation at the centre of verses 2-

3 ,  as well as the strong differentiation made between the treatment 

of fellow Israelites or brothers (mentioned five times in vv. l-l l ) ,  and 
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7-l l ,  where the case of lending to the poor man amongyour brothers 
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being given today (v. 5), at the centre of this blessing frame. As far as 

5 r .  Vogt (2008: 3 5-44) excludes aliens, orphans, widows and Levites from 
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the poor are concerned, the law of verse 4 would not be necessary 

if this kind of obedience was fully implemented. In fact, such obedi­
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genuine plight of one's kindred. Final appeal is made through the 
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economic prosperity and independence. 

5 3 .  Here the NIV = selfs himself to you (e.g. the slave's labour for a period) is to 

be preferred to the NRSV = 'is sold to you' (Lev. 2Hc;-43; c£ Exod. 

22:3) .  The buying of a Hebrew servant at Exod. 2 1 : 2  would most likely 

refer to a foreign 'Habiru' slave (Lev. 2 5 :44-46). 
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that these debt slaves were the dependents of a debtor who could 
not repay a foreclosed loan (cf. 2 Kgs 4: 1 ;  Keh. 5 : 1-5 ) ,  which 
might on occasions even involve the debtor himself (Amos 2 :6-
8; 8:4-6). The law of slave release (now including male and female) 
is based upon the first law of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 
2 1 :  2-1 1 ) ,  which is no doubt placed in its prominent position to 
reflect the recent exodus deliverance from slavery in Egypt (cf. 
Exod. 20:2). 

12-14. Therefore the reference to a 'brother' Hebrew (male or 
female) in verse 1 2  (cf. Exod. 2 l :  3 )  need not carry the meaning of 
'foreigner' but a fellow Israelite in an egalitarian way (cf. Lev. 
2 5 : 3 9-45 ) .  This may be supported by the word release or let go 
(falab) (Piel = intensive form), used three times in verses 1 2  and 
1 3 ·  It is the same word used of Pharaoh's final release of Israel 
from Egypt at Exodus 3 : 20, followed then by the expression of 
not departing from Egypt empty-handed (Exod. 3 :2 1-22) .  Exodus 
3 : 20-22 may well have inspired the wording and intent of the law 
found here at l 5 : 1 2-1 5 ,  which is not found at Exodus 2 1 : 2-1  r .  If ·· 
this is the case, the rhetorical effect may be that the rich and 
powerful should not end up like Pharaoh in terms of hardness of 
heartand a recalcitrant spirit towards their fellow Israelites, lest the 
situation in Jeremiah's day in which the Lord's name was profaned 
should repeat itself Qer. 3 4: 8-16) .  The measure of the master's 
gifts to the slave (v. 14) was predicated upon Yahweh's prior bless­
ings to him, in recognition that the land and all its bounty was 
nothing less than the Lord's gift to Israel, which began at the point 
of the Lord's deliverance of Israel from the slavery of Egypt 
(8 : 1 0-1 8) .  The gifts themselves replicate Yahweh's love gifts to 
Israel, in terms of gifts from the flock, the threshing floor (i.e. 
from grain gathered in) and the winepress (cf. 7 : 1 3) .  These would 
enable a person to make a fresh start in life and benefit from the 
overall bounty and blessing of the land. 

r 5 .  Remember that you were slaves in Egypt is a direct quotation from 
the fourth commandment in its Deuteronomic form (5 : 1 5 ) .  This 

commandment points out the equal status of slave masters and 
slaves with regard to Sabbath rest, and now finds its extended appli­
cation with regard to the sabbatical year slave release. In this way it 
also follows the pattern of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:2 2  
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- 2 3 : 1 9) ,  where the law of slave release stands at the very beginning 

of the law code (Exod. 21 :2-1 1) soon after the exodus experience, 

and as an appropriate first law for a society of escaped slaves! 
Finally, the word redeem <pada) (7: 8 ;  9:26; 1 3 = j ;  l p 5; 2 1 : 8 ;  24: 1 8) is 

first used by Deuteronomy for the exodus deliverance, but is applied 
elsewhere for the release of slaves in general (Exod. 2 1  : 8 ;  Lev. 1 9:20) 
or of the redemption of the firstborn (Exod. 1 3 : 1 3 , 1 5 ;  Num. 1 8: 1 5-
17) .  Thus, here it metaphorically stresses the ransom price involved 

in Israel's deliverance from the slavery of Egypt, and therefore 
appropriately addresses their own sense of moral, spiritual and 
socio/ economic responsibility towards one another on the basis of 

Yahweh's prior actions. 
r6-r7. An exception to the law of release is one in which the 

servant does not want to leave for either relational or economic 
reasons, because he loves you and your fami/y and is well off with you (v. 16; 
lit. 'for it is good for him'; cf. Exod. 2 r :  5-6). In this case the servant's 

ear (male or female) , the symbol of obedience (Ps. 40:6), was affixed 
to the door (possibly of the master's house), as a symbol that he/she 
was joined to the master's house for life (v. 1 7) (lit. 'a servant for 
life') . 

r8. The final exhortation not to consider it a hardship (Heb. qafar) 
to set your servant free makes a link with the hardening (qafa1] of 
Pharaoh's heart, as well as the sending away, 54 and the Israelite 
sacrifice of firstlings at Exodus l 3 :  1 5 .  These ideas also provide a 
cue for the next law on the sacrifice of firstlings at verses l 9-2 3 
(McConville 2002: 264) .  The section ends with the assurance of 
the Lord's blessing for those who obey these commands (vv. 4-6, 
I O, 1 8) . 

(3) The laws of firstlings and festivals (r 5 : r9 - r6:r7) 
a. The law of the firstborn (r 5 : r9-23). There are several 

possible reasons why this law is included here. The law of the first­
born was initially given to Israel at Exodus 1 3 : 1 1-16  within the 

5 4. Because the servant's work has been worth either twice as much (mifneh) 

(Nrv) as that of a hired hand, or the 'equivalent' (NRSV) of a hired man, 

saving the master six years of wages. 
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is based upon the first law of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 
2 1 :  2-1 1 ) ,  which is no doubt placed in its prominent position to 
reflect the recent exodus deliverance from slavery in Egypt (cf. 
Exod. 20:2). 

12-14. Therefore the reference to a 'brother' Hebrew (male or 
female) in verse 1 2  (cf. Exod. 2 l :  3 )  need not carry the meaning of 
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(falab) (Piel = intensive form), used three times in verses 1 2  and 
1 3 ·  It is the same word used of Pharaoh's final release of Israel 
from Egypt at Exodus 3 : 20, followed then by the expression of 
not departing from Egypt empty-handed (Exod. 3 :2 1-22) .  Exodus 
3 : 20-22 may well have inspired the wording and intent of the law 
found here at l 5 : 1 2-1 5 ,  which is not found at Exodus 2 1 : 2-1  r .  If ·· 
this is the case, the rhetorical effect may be that the rich and 
powerful should not end up like Pharaoh in terms of hardness of 
heartand a recalcitrant spirit towards their fellow Israelites, lest the 
situation in Jeremiah's day in which the Lord's name was profaned 
should repeat itself Qer. 3 4: 8-16) .  The measure of the master's 
gifts to the slave (v. 14) was predicated upon Yahweh's prior bless­
ings to him, in recognition that the land and all its bounty was 
nothing less than the Lord's gift to Israel, which began at the point 
of the Lord's deliverance of Israel from the slavery of Egypt 
(8 : 1 0-1 8) .  The gifts themselves replicate Yahweh's love gifts to 
Israel, in terms of gifts from the flock, the threshing floor (i.e. 
from grain gathered in) and the winepress (cf. 7 : 1 3) .  These would 
enable a person to make a fresh start in life and benefit from the 
overall bounty and blessing of the land. 

r 5 .  Remember that you were slaves in Egypt is a direct quotation from 
the fourth commandment in its Deuteronomic form (5 : 1 5 ) .  This 

commandment points out the equal status of slave masters and 
slaves with regard to Sabbath rest, and now finds its extended appli­
cation with regard to the sabbatical year slave release. In this way it 
also follows the pattern of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:2 2  
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- 2 3 : 1 9) ,  where the law of slave release stands at the very beginning 

of the law code (Exod. 21 :2-1 1) soon after the exodus experience, 

and as an appropriate first law for a society of escaped slaves! 
Finally, the word redeem <pada) (7: 8 ;  9:26; 1 3 = j ;  l p 5; 2 1 : 8 ;  24: 1 8) is 

first used by Deuteronomy for the exodus deliverance, but is applied 
elsewhere for the release of slaves in general (Exod. 2 1  : 8 ;  Lev. 1 9:20) 
or of the redemption of the firstborn (Exod. 1 3 : 1 3 , 1 5 ;  Num. 1 8: 1 5-
17) .  Thus, here it metaphorically stresses the ransom price involved 

in Israel's deliverance from the slavery of Egypt, and therefore 
appropriately addresses their own sense of moral, spiritual and 
socio/ economic responsibility towards one another on the basis of 

Yahweh's prior actions. 
r6-r7. An exception to the law of release is one in which the 

servant does not want to leave for either relational or economic 
reasons, because he loves you and your fami/y and is well off with you (v. 16; 
lit. 'for it is good for him'; cf. Exod. 2 r :  5-6). In this case the servant's 

ear (male or female) , the symbol of obedience (Ps. 40:6), was affixed 
to the door (possibly of the master's house), as a symbol that he/she 
was joined to the master's house for life (v. 1 7) (lit. 'a servant for 
life') . 

r8. The final exhortation not to consider it a hardship (Heb. qafar) 
to set your servant free makes a link with the hardening (qafa1] of 
Pharaoh's heart, as well as the sending away, 54 and the Israelite 
sacrifice of firstlings at Exodus l 3 :  1 5 .  These ideas also provide a 
cue for the next law on the sacrifice of firstlings at verses l 9-2 3 
(McConville 2002: 264) .  The section ends with the assurance of 
the Lord's blessing for those who obey these commands (vv. 4-6, 
I O, 1 8) . 

(3) The laws of firstlings and festivals (r 5 : r9 - r6:r7) 
a. The law of the firstborn (r 5 : r9-23). There are several 

possible reasons why this law is included here. The law of the first­
born was initially given to Israel at Exodus 1 3 : 1 1-16  within the 

5 4. Because the servant's work has been worth either twice as much (mifneh) 

(Nrv) as that of a hired hand, or the 'equivalent' (NRSV) of a hired man, 

saving the master six years of wages. 
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context of the Passm-er, which also celebrated the sparing of Israel's 
firstborn sons on the night of the exodus. Immediately after this 
comes the Passm-er festinl ( 16 : 1-8), which heads up the section on 
Israel's festinls ( 16 : 1-n) . 

But more subtle links can be made here with the idea of exemp­
tion from work (cf. the service of the slave in v. l 8 with the work of 
the ox in \: 1 9, using the same root word used for Israel's bondage 
in Egypt) . Also, in the sabbatical year the debtor was not to be 
'pressed' (tiggof) for payment (vv. 2-3),  just as the firstborn sheep 
was not to be 'fleeced' (tagoZ) (:\{cConville 1 9 84: 9 5 -9 8) .  

19-23 .  Deuteronomy's interest i n  the law of the firstborn 
relates to the herds and flocks (v. l 9) , which are the provision for the 
eating of the firstborn by each family (cf. Num. 1 8 : 1 5 - 1 8) in the 
presence of the Lord at the central sanctuary (v. 20) .  However, if 
the firstborn animal has a defect of any kind, it must not be sacri­
ficed to the Lord (v. 2 1 ) ,  but no restriction is placed upon the 
eating of these same blemished animals in the towns, as if they 
were gazelle or deer, in accordance with the instruction of l 2 : 1  5 .:.:. 
28 .  The rule concerning the blood still held true. It could not be 
eaten, and must be poured out on the ground like water (cf. l 2 :  l 6, 
23-2 5 ) .  

b.  The pilgrim feasts (16:1-17) . Previous lists of the feasts of 
Israel also confirm links with the theme of Sabbath (cf. Exod. 
2 3 : 14- 1 8 ;  3 4: 1 8-26;  Lev. 2 3 : 1-44) . Here, the three feasts conclude 
the section relating to the fourth commandment with regard to the 
Sabbatical principle (p 2-1 5) ,  thus emphasizing the holy rhythm 
of life. Deuteronomy reworks these traditional timetables (espe­
cially found in Exod. 2 3 : 1 4-1 8 and 3 4: 1 8-26) in terms of appearing 
bqore the LORD at the central sanctuary (vv. 2, 5 -6, l l ,  l 5-1 6) .  Other 
typical themes are also present in this section, such as the exodus 
from Egypt, rest, rejoicing before the Lord, the marginalized (father­
less, widows, aliens, Levites), and God's blessing as both gift and 
motivation for action. 

(i) The Passover (16:1-8). The opening word observe reminds 
the reader of the fourth commandment (Observe the Sabbath dqy, 
5 : 1 2) .  Moreover, the month of Abib Oate March or early April) was 
the time when Israel came out of Egypt, and reflects the law about 
the Feast of Gnleavened Bread at Exodus 2 3 : 1 5  and 3 4: 1 8 .  Here, 
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however, this feast refers directly to the Passover, mentioned four 
times (vv. l ,  2, 5 ,  6), which may be following the order of Leviticus 
2 n-8 . The phrase ly night (vv. l ,  6) may also reflect the narrative of 
the institution of Passover, where a direct connection is  made 
between the Passover meal (Exod. 1 2 :6-1 l) and the eating o f  
unleavened bread (Exod. l 2 : 14-20, 3 9) ,  because o f  leaving Egypt in 
haste (bippazon; v. 3 ;  only at Exod. l 2:1  l ;  Isa. 5 2 : 1 2) .  However, thes e  
feasts now reflect the blessing of the land in terms of  flocks and herds 
(v. 2 ;  cf. Exod. 1 2: 3- 5 ,  p; 1 3 : 3-ro ; Josh. p o-1 2) .  Also, they no 
doubt cater for the greater numbers of  a communal gathering at 
both feasts. But the Passover sacrifice, in particular, was radically 
affected by the law of centralization (vv. 2, 5-6) , hence its further 
prominence here (Nelson 2002: 20 5 ) .  In this way, it also became a 
pilgrimage feast (baiJ,  limited to the evening on the first day, thus 
preserving the uniqueness of the exodus experience (vv. 4b, 6b; cf. 
Exod. 1 2:6-20). 

The reference to the exclusion of yeast in all your land far seven 
dqys (v. 4a) most probably reflects the intention of Exodus 1 2: 1 9-
20. In other words, wherever people are throughout the land 
within their homes, the significance of the meaning of Passover 
is still being enacted. This interpretation might finally influence 
the meaning of the reference to tents at verse 7, but this best refers 
to temporary dwellings that were occupied during the festival week 
(vv. 3 ,  7b and 8 ;  cf. Ho) . The reference to 'cooking' the meat (v. 
7; NRSV) most likely retains the meaning and context of Exodus 
1 2:6-1 l (i.e. roasted over the fire; NIV), as Deuteronomy uses words 
and ideas from this section. Finally, the way in which Deu­
teronomy has expressed the seven days of the feast of Unleavened 
Bread (v. 8) as six plus one may be a deliberate means of drawing 
attention to the concept of  Sabbath principle and rest (cf. Lev. 
2 n 6) .  

(ii) The Feast of Weeks (16:9-12). Deuteronomy follows the 
tradition at Exodus 34:22 and Numbers 28:26b in calling this feast 
the Feast ef Weeks, which would further suit the sabbatical emphasis 
in this section. But there is no indication in verse 9 that its starting 
date is linked in any explicit way with Passover and Unleavened 
Bread (but cf. v. l 2) . It simply begins by counting off seven weeks 
from the time the sickle (is a 'first' sickle implied?) is put to the 
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context of the Passm-er, which also celebrated the sparing of Israel's 
firstborn sons on the night of the exodus. Immediately after this 
comes the Passm-er festinl ( 16 : 1-8), which heads up the section on 
Israel's festinls ( 16 : 1-n) . 

But more subtle links can be made here with the idea of exemp­
tion from work (cf. the service of the slave in v. l 8 with the work of 
the ox in \: 1 9, using the same root word used for Israel's bondage 
in Egypt) . Also, in the sabbatical year the debtor was not to be 
'pressed' (tiggof) for payment (vv. 2-3),  just as the firstborn sheep 
was not to be 'fleeced' (tagoZ) (:\{cConville 1 9 84: 9 5 -9 8) .  

19-23 .  Deuteronomy's interest i n  the law of the firstborn 
relates to the herds and flocks (v. l 9) , which are the provision for the 
eating of the firstborn by each family (cf. Num. 1 8 : 1 5 - 1 8) in the 
presence of the Lord at the central sanctuary (v. 20) .  However, if 
the firstborn animal has a defect of any kind, it must not be sacri­
ficed to the Lord (v. 2 1 ) ,  but no restriction is placed upon the 
eating of these same blemished animals in the towns, as if they 
were gazelle or deer, in accordance with the instruction of l 2 : 1  5 .:.:. 
28 .  The rule concerning the blood still held true. It could not be 
eaten, and must be poured out on the ground like water (cf. l 2 :  l 6, 
23-2 5 ) .  

b.  The pilgrim feasts (16:1-17) . Previous lists of the feasts of 
Israel also confirm links with the theme of Sabbath (cf. Exod. 
2 3 : 14- 1 8 ;  3 4: 1 8-26;  Lev. 2 3 : 1-44) . Here, the three feasts conclude 
the section relating to the fourth commandment with regard to the 
Sabbatical principle (p 2-1 5) ,  thus emphasizing the holy rhythm 
of life. Deuteronomy reworks these traditional timetables (espe­
cially found in Exod. 2 3 : 1 4-1 8 and 3 4: 1 8-26) in terms of appearing 
bqore the LORD at the central sanctuary (vv. 2, 5 -6, l l ,  l 5-1 6) .  Other 
typical themes are also present in this section, such as the exodus 
from Egypt, rest, rejoicing before the Lord, the marginalized (father­
less, widows, aliens, Levites), and God's blessing as both gift and 
motivation for action. 

(i) The Passover (16:1-8). The opening word observe reminds 
the reader of the fourth commandment (Observe the Sabbath dqy, 
5 : 1 2) .  Moreover, the month of Abib Oate March or early April) was 
the time when Israel came out of Egypt, and reflects the law about 
the Feast of Gnleavened Bread at Exodus 2 3 : 1 5  and 3 4: 1 8 .  Here, 
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however, this feast refers directly to the Passover, mentioned four 
times (vv. l ,  2, 5 ,  6), which may be following the order of Leviticus 
2 n-8 . The phrase ly night (vv. l ,  6) may also reflect the narrative of 
the institution of Passover, where a direct connection is  made 
between the Passover meal (Exod. 1 2 :6-1 l) and the eating o f  
unleavened bread (Exod. l 2 : 14-20, 3 9) ,  because o f  leaving Egypt in 
haste (bippazon; v. 3 ;  only at Exod. l 2:1  l ;  Isa. 5 2 : 1 2) .  However, thes e  
feasts now reflect the blessing of the land in terms of  flocks and herds 
(v. 2 ;  cf. Exod. 1 2: 3- 5 ,  p; 1 3 : 3-ro ; Josh. p o-1 2) .  Also, they no 
doubt cater for the greater numbers of  a communal gathering at 
both feasts. But the Passover sacrifice, in particular, was radically 
affected by the law of centralization (vv. 2, 5-6) , hence its further 
prominence here (Nelson 2002: 20 5 ) .  In this way, it also became a 
pilgrimage feast (baiJ,  limited to the evening on the first day, thus 
preserving the uniqueness of the exodus experience (vv. 4b, 6b; cf. 
Exod. 1 2:6-20). 

The reference to the exclusion of yeast in all your land far seven 
dqys (v. 4a) most probably reflects the intention of Exodus 1 2: 1 9-
20. In other words, wherever people are throughout the land 
within their homes, the significance of the meaning of Passover 
is still being enacted. This interpretation might finally influence 
the meaning of the reference to tents at verse 7, but this best refers 
to temporary dwellings that were occupied during the festival week 
(vv. 3 ,  7b and 8 ;  cf. Ho) . The reference to 'cooking' the meat (v. 
7; NRSV) most likely retains the meaning and context of Exodus 
1 2:6-1 l (i.e. roasted over the fire; NIV), as Deuteronomy uses words 
and ideas from this section. Finally, the way in which Deu­
teronomy has expressed the seven days of the feast of Unleavened 
Bread (v. 8) as six plus one may be a deliberate means of drawing 
attention to the concept of  Sabbath principle and rest (cf. Lev. 
2 n 6) .  

(ii) The Feast of Weeks (16:9-12). Deuteronomy follows the 
tradition at Exodus 34:22 and Numbers 28:26b in calling this feast 
the Feast ef Weeks, which would further suit the sabbatical emphasis 
in this section. But there is no indication in verse 9 that its starting 
date is linked in any explicit way with Passover and Unleavened 
Bread (but cf. v. l 2) . It simply begins by counting off seven weeks 
from the time the sickle (is a 'first' sickle implied?) is put to the 
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standing grain. It included the offering of the firstfruits of the 

harvest to God, and thus was also known as the Feast of Harvest 
(Exod. 2 p 6a) or the dq;· of firsifruits (Num. 28 :26a) . But Deu­
teronomy does not explicitly mention the offering of firstfruits 
here, although this will be taken up later on (cf. 26: 1-1 1) .  This may 
mean that it was connected with the offering of firstfruits, in which 
the first ripe grain of the harvest (probably barley) was presented to 

God (cf. Exod. 34:22 = wheat) . Thus the period of fifty days (later 
known as Pentecost, cf. Acts 2 : 1 )  appears to have been the interval 

between the beginning of the barley harvest and the end of the 
wheat harvest (Lev. 2 3 : 1  5-16) .  

Deuteronomy's interest in this pilgrimage feast (bai) is threefold. 
First, it was a celebration of all that God had given in terms of their 
harvest within the land (v. l o) .  In grateful response, they were to 
bring a freewill offering in proportion (misstlj to the blessings the Lord had 
given them (cf. v. 1 7) .  Perhaps the nature of this offering as a volun­
tary gift would also provide a testing (massa) of their love for Yahweh 
as the true provider of all their harvest, and not the gods of the land ­
( cf. 6 : 1 0-16) .  Secondly, Israel was to rejoice before the Lord at the 
place of his choosing as a whole family, including servants,-Levites, 
aliens, the fatherless and widows (v. I I ;  cf. 1 2:7, 1 2; 14:26-27). 
Thirdly, Israel was to remember that they were slaves in Egypt (v. 1 2) ,  
which not only echoes the fourth commandment (p 5) ,  but i s  the 
only feast (perhaps because it is the middle one of the three) to be 
made a memorial of the deliverance from Egypt. 

(iii) The Feast of Tabernacles (16:13-17) .  As with the 
previous feast, no precise dating is given for the feast that marked 
the end of the agricultural year (called the Feast of Ingathering in the 
earlier codes at Exod. 2 p 6b and 3 4:22b) . The detailed legislation 
relating to this feast is given in Exodus 2 3 : 1 6; Leviticus 2 3 : 3 3-43 ;  
and Numbers 29: 1 2-3 8 .  This seven-day celebration of grain harvest 
and other produce began on the fifteenth day of the seventh month 
(Lev. 2n4) .  Whereas the Feast of Weeks marked the first of the 
harvest season for wheat, the Feast of Tabernacles signified its 
culmination. The name tabernacles (Heb. sukkot) denotes the huts or 
booths which were used during this festival. But Deuteronomy 
focuses on the agricultural nature of these booths and this festival, 
whereas at Leviticus 2 3 :42-43 the command to live in booths for 
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seven days also served the purpose of reminding their descendants 

that they lived in booths when the Lord brought them out of Egypt. 
The importance attached to this feast may be seen at Deuteronomy 

3 1 :9-1 3 ,  where it is singled out from the others for the solemn 
seven-yearly reading of the book of the law. 

The motivation for keeping this pilgrimage festival is similar to 
that of the Feast of Weeks. This includes a joyful family celebration 
in response to Yahweh's blessing at the central sanctuary, together 

with the Levites, aliens and the fatherless and widows who live in 
the towns (vv. 14-1 5 a) .  The seven days of festival are possible 
because (Heb. kt) the Lord is the one who blesses the harvest  and 
the manual work that they put into their agricultural pursuits (cf. 

6 : ro-1 2; 8 : 1 7-1 8) . For that reason, Israel will surely be joyful (v. 
1 5  b; cf. John. 1 p 1) .  

16-17. This summary of the three annual feasts draws upon 
phrases from Exodus 2 3 : 1 5 b, 1 7  (cf. Exod. 3 4:2ob, 23 ) .  These 
include: (1) the obligation on all the men to appear before the Lord 

three times a year (cf. 1 6: 1 1 , q), to which Deuteronomy has added 
at the place he will choose (v. 1 6a) ; (2) the instruction not to appear 
before the Lord empty-handed (reqam) (v. 1 6b ;  cf. l p 3) ,  to which 
Deuteronomy has added, Each of you must bring a gift in proportion to 
the wqy the LORD your God has blessed you (v. 1 7) .  The expression empry­
handed thus connects the vertical giving and grateful tribute to God 
for his blessing of the land (v. 16b) with the horizontal giving to a 
fellow Israelite in need ( 1 5 :  l 3 ) ,  which falls within the central passage 
(1 p-18) of this outworking of the fourth commandment. 

Meaning 
The passage 14:22 - 16 : 1 7  expounds the fourth commandment of 
Sabbath observance (p 2-1 5) in terms of ri?Jthms ef time as this 
relates to: ( l) the offering of tithes of crops and firstlings of herds 
(14:22-29) ; (2) laws governing the sabbatical years of release for 
debtors, the poor and slaves (1 5 : 1-1 8) ;  (3) laws concerning the 
offering of firstlings of livestock and the celebration of the three 
festivals of Passover, Weeks and Booths (1 p 9 - 16 : 1 7) .  The struc­
turing of these three sections suggests that the worship of Israel at 
the frames cannot be divorced from the social life of Israel at the 
centre (1 5 : 1- 1 8) ,  also emphasized by their intertextual links. Thus, 
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2 14  D r: C T E R C J  '\ CJ \ !  Y 

to truly love, worship and sen-e God (6:4-j) also im-olved the love 

of one's fellow Israelite as well as the alien, on the basis of Israel's 

remembrance and grateful response for her deliverance from the 
slave status of Egypt (esp. 1 0: 1 2-22; l p j ; 1 6: 1 2; cf. 5 : 1 5 ) .  This 
point is reinforced by the distinctive and pre-eminent presentation 
of the Passover feast (1 6: 1 ;  cf. 1 6 : 1 6) ,  as this also links up with the 
fourth commandment ( l 6: l ;  cf. 5 :  l 2 = observe) . Finally, the three 
annual feasts are given new meaning in terms of: (1) the law of the 
central sanctuary; (1) the blessing of their agricultural status as well 
as that of history; (3) the emphasis on joyful and inclusive worship 
before the Lord; (4) the reciprocal nature of obedient response and 
giving, and blessing from the Lord. 

iv. The honour of parents and leaders ( 16: I 8 - 1 8:22; if. ;: 16) 

Context 
This section may be regarded as a separate unit because of its 
subject matter relating to the political and religious organization of 
Israel, and may be seen to reflect the fifth commandment and the 
principles of authority structure contained in it (5 : 1 6; cf. 2 1 : 1 8-2 1 
also implicating civil authorities) . These laws and commands 
(relating to the judge, priest, king and prophet) are considered by 
some scholars to make up Israel's constitution, but this view needs to 
be balanced by the fact that they belong to the overall structure and 
concerns of the book, and may not have had an independent exist­
ence. The laws of this section may be div-ided up as follows, in a 
kind of chiastic structure: 

A. Appointment of local judges by the people ( l 6: l 8-20) 

B. False worship ( 16 :2 1  -17:7) 
C. Central higher court of priestly Levites and judge 

( 1T8-13)  
D. Appointment of a king ( 17 : 14-20) 

C'. Central sanctuary; offerings due to priests and Levites 
(1 8 : 1-8) 

B'. Detestable worship practices ( l 8 :9-l 3) 
A'. Appointment of a prophet by the Lord (1 8 : 14-22) 
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18-20. Judges and officials. This section follows on from the 
appointment of judges at the beginning of the book ( r :9-1 8) . There 

the issue of social justice was considered of paramount importance 

as the people increased in number as a fulfilment of Abrahamic 
promise. �ow it is expected that judges (possibly leading or head 
elders; cf. 1 9 : 1 2; Job. 29:7-2 5)  and officials (foterfm; possibly some 
kind of recorder or scribal administrator, or clerks of court attached 
to the judges; cf. 1T9; l Chr. 2 3 :4; 2 Chr. 1 9:8-ro) will be appointed 
(presumably by some form of central authority on behalf of the 
people) in every town, literally 'within your gate� ', perhaps echoing 

the practice of judging at the gate. 
18. Both judges and officials shalljudge the people Jair!J (:'\IV; lit. judge 

'a righteous judgment'; mifpat fedeq) . While the word mifpat refers to 
an individual judgment (a just decision) , the word fedeq is the ethical 
quality that underpins such a decision, namely justice (cf. v. 20) . This 
positive command also lays the foundation for three negative 
commands that follow in verse l 9. 

19-20. The first is that justice was not to be perverted (Nrv), or 
'turned aside' (Heb. nata) . Justice was not to be denied to anvone. 
Secondly, there was to be no partiality (lit. 'You shall not reco�ze 
faces') or respecting of persons in allowing favouritism to influence 
judicial decisions. Thirdly, bribery is singled out as the worst form 
of judicial corruption, because it blinds the ryes of the wise (i.e. causing 
the wise to act as if they were foolish and uninformed) and twists the 
words of the righteous. This can mean either that bribery can persuade 
otherwise honest men to become liars or that the testimonv of 
honest witnesses becomes twisted by judges who have recelved 
bribes. The model for avoiding such practices is the Lord himself 
(10: 1 7; cf. Exod. 2 3 : 1-8; Lev. 1 9 : 1 5 ) . 5 5  Finally, the unit concludes 
(v. 20) with a homiletical flourish with the word justice: literally, 
'justice, justice' (or follow justice, and justice alone) that you may live and 
possess the land the LORD your God is givingyou. 

16:21  - 17:7. Worshipping other gods. It might appear that 

5 5· Goldberg (1984: l 5-2 5 )  suggests that this prohibition of bribes is a 

unique element in comparison to other A:\'E conceptions of judges 

who expected bribes (cf. Prov. 1 7=8; 2 1 : 14-1 5).  
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these three laws with regard to proper worship are out of place here, 
but they illustrate the point that all of life (civil processes) stood in 
juxtaposition to that of worship (cultic). /\lso we may observe a 
'judicial' framework to the following material: ( l) a general prescrip­
tion to provide honest local judges ( l 6: l 8-20 ) ;  (2) a prohibition 
against syncretistic and unacceptable forms of worship (1 6 :2 1  -
17 : 1) ;  (3) a case law instructing the judges with regard to the prac­
tice of apostasy and idolatry (17 :2-7) ; (4) a tribunal (consisting of 
priests and a judge) at the central sanctuary to adjudicate complex 
legal disputes (1 7 :8-13) .  Already we have noticed in the previous 
section (14:22 - 16 : 1 7) a similar juxtaposition of the cultic (at the 
frames) with issues of social justice at the centre. 

21-22. Similar prohibitions with regard to the wooden Asherah 
pole and sacred stone (only here in the sing.) have already been 
encountered at T 5 and l 2: 3 (pl.) , but in reverse order of their pos­
ition here. However, here the main point is that the very things that 
were designated for destruction at 7: 5 and l 2: 3 should not be set up 
and erected beside the altar of the Lord. Such things (amounting to -­

syncretistic worship) the Lord hates (v. 22b; l 2 :3  l ;  cf. 7 : 1 2  = reverse 
covenant vocabulary) . At stake was nothing less than who God is 
and how he is to be worshipped (Thompson 1 974: 20 1 ) .  The 
singular use of the verb would also be relevant to the individual 
judges and officials ( r6 : 1 8-20) , who of all people should be careful 
to avoid idolatrous forms of worship, both at the level of revelation 
(cf. Ugaritic �i\.sherah of deposits/oracles') and acceptable worship 
(cf. T I) .  On the other hand, these verses would also prepare the 
judges and officials for the case law scenario of verses 2-7. 

l7:r. The third apodictic prohibition relates to the sacrificing of 
defective or flawed animals, the mark of a careless and ungrateful 
people (cf. r p 9-23) .  Here, however, such an offering to the Lord 
is considered detestable (to'eba),  the same word used to describe idol­
atry and apostasy in I T4 (c£ q : 14) ,  and Canaanite practices in r 8 :9-
1 3 .  And so worship can be corrupted both by external means (an 
Asherah pole and a sacred stone/pillar) and internal means from their 
own flocks and herds (an ox or a sheep) , all expressed in the singular. 

2-7. This casuistic (if . . . then) passage brings the primary sin in 
Deuteronomy's concept, idolatry and its attendant apostasy, into 
the sphere of the judicial process, with emphasis on the individual 
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(man or  woman) . Further, responsibility for the judicial process 

involves the whole community, with the singular amongyou at the 
frames (vv. 2 and 7) . The interest in this case is more than purely 
legal, with the words in violation of his covenant (v. 2b) and contra7J' to 
my command (v� p; c£ 4: 1 5-24) .  It would thus provide the supreme 
model of how all cases should be dealt with (\Xlright 1 996: 206) . 
Also the description of this apostasy as this evil deed (vv. 2, 5 ,  7) links 
with l 3 :  5 b and r lb (ET) . Further, this detestable thing (to'ebd'J in verse 

4 has a link with 16 :2 1  - l T I  (esp. 1 7 : 1) ,  and also with chapter 1 3  
(esp. v. 14; c£ 2 Kgs 2 p 3) .  

8-13 . Law courts. The central or  high court i s  not a court of 
appeal for the accused, but a resource for local judges whose cases 
prove beyond their competence, based on the model of Jethro's 
original advice to Moses at Exodus r 8 : 1 3-26 (c£ Deut. 1 : 1 7) .  In this 
case, the position of the central court judiciary is a replication of 
Moses' role at r :  l 7, in a similar manner to that of the prophet's role 
at r 8 : r  5-20. These cases are listed as bloodshed, lawsuits or assaults (lit. 
'one kind of blood [homicide] or another, one kind of plea or 
another, one kind of striking or another'; v. Sb; c£ Exod. 2 1 : 1 8-25). 

8. These cases appear to refer to matters of criminal and civil law 
(c£ r 9: r7 ;  2 1 : 5) ,  involving distinctions between intentional and unin­
tentional deaths and injuries, as well as conflicting legal rights or 
contradictory testimony. Such cases would be too difficult (lit. 'too 
wonderful'; v. 8a), indicating that they are beyond human knowl­
edge Gob 42: 3 ;  Ps. 1 3  r : r ;  Prov. 3 0: 1 8) or achievement (2 Sam. 1 3 :2; 
Deut. 3 0: 1  l ) .  

9. At this court i s  a judge (sing.) (cf. 1 9 : 1 7  = judges and priests; 
pl.) and several priests who are Levites, who will give a combined 
verdict, but at verse l 2 the reference is to the priest (sing.) who 
stands ministering before the Lord, or the judge (sing.) . This verse 
could refer to the high priest (i.e. the chief of the Levitical priests, 
or the priest; cf. Num. p r-3 1 )  and chief judge (cf. 2 Chr. 1 9: 5-
r r ;  Thompson 1 974: 203) .  Opinion is divided as to whether this 
verse assumes a mix of priestly rituals and legal expertise (Nelson 
2002: 22 1 ) ,  or the one law bringing together the sacral and civil 
powers, with the final authority residing with the senior priest 
(McConville 2002: 292) .  Clearly, whereas Leviticus and Numbers 
do not assign priests a regular judicial role, in Deuteronomy the 
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tion to provide honest local judges ( l 6: l 8-20 ) ;  (2) a prohibition 
against syncretistic and unacceptable forms of worship (1 6 :2 1  -
17 : 1) ;  (3) a case law instructing the judges with regard to the prac­
tice of apostasy and idolatry (17 :2-7) ; (4) a tribunal (consisting of 
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legal disputes (1 7 :8-13) .  Already we have noticed in the previous 
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pole and sacred stone (only here in the sing.) have already been 
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ition here. However, here the main point is that the very things that 
were designated for destruction at 7: 5 and l 2: 3 should not be set up 
and erected beside the altar of the Lord. Such things (amounting to -­

syncretistic worship) the Lord hates (v. 22b; l 2 :3  l ;  cf. 7 : 1 2  = reverse 
covenant vocabulary) . At stake was nothing less than who God is 
and how he is to be worshipped (Thompson 1 974: 20 1 ) .  The 
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judges and officials for the case law scenario of verses 2-7. 

l7:r. The third apodictic prohibition relates to the sacrificing of 
defective or flawed animals, the mark of a careless and ungrateful 
people (cf. r p 9-23) .  Here, however, such an offering to the Lord 
is considered detestable (to'eba),  the same word used to describe idol­
atry and apostasy in I T4 (c£ q : 14) ,  and Canaanite practices in r 8 :9-
1 3 .  And so worship can be corrupted both by external means (an 
Asherah pole and a sacred stone/pillar) and internal means from their 
own flocks and herds (an ox or a sheep) , all expressed in the singular. 

2-7. This casuistic (if . . . then) passage brings the primary sin in 
Deuteronomy's concept, idolatry and its attendant apostasy, into 
the sphere of the judicial process, with emphasis on the individual 
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(man or  woman) . Further, responsibility for the judicial process 

involves the whole community, with the singular amongyou at the 
frames (vv. 2 and 7) . The interest in this case is more than purely 
legal, with the words in violation of his covenant (v. 2b) and contra7J' to 
my command (v� p; c£ 4: 1 5-24) .  It would thus provide the supreme 
model of how all cases should be dealt with (\Xlright 1 996: 206) . 
Also the description of this apostasy as this evil deed (vv. 2, 5 ,  7) links 
with l 3 :  5 b and r lb (ET) . Further, this detestable thing (to'ebd'J in verse 

4 has a link with 16 :2 1  - l T I  (esp. 1 7 : 1) ,  and also with chapter 1 3  
(esp. v. 14; c£ 2 Kgs 2 p 3) .  

8-13 . Law courts. The central or  high court i s  not a court of 
appeal for the accused, but a resource for local judges whose cases 
prove beyond their competence, based on the model of Jethro's 
original advice to Moses at Exodus r 8 : 1 3-26 (c£ Deut. 1 : 1 7) .  In this 
case, the position of the central court judiciary is a replication of 
Moses' role at r :  l 7, in a similar manner to that of the prophet's role 
at r 8 : r  5-20. These cases are listed as bloodshed, lawsuits or assaults (lit. 
'one kind of blood [homicide] or another, one kind of plea or 
another, one kind of striking or another'; v. Sb; c£ Exod. 2 1 : 1 8-25). 

8. These cases appear to refer to matters of criminal and civil law 
(c£ r 9: r7 ;  2 1 : 5) ,  involving distinctions between intentional and unin­
tentional deaths and injuries, as well as conflicting legal rights or 
contradictory testimony. Such cases would be too difficult (lit. 'too 
wonderful'; v. 8a), indicating that they are beyond human knowl­
edge Gob 42: 3 ;  Ps. 1 3  r : r ;  Prov. 3 0: 1 8) or achievement (2 Sam. 1 3 :2; 
Deut. 3 0: 1  l ) .  

9. At this court i s  a judge (sing.) (cf. 1 9 : 1 7  = judges and priests; 
pl.) and several priests who are Levites, who will give a combined 
verdict, but at verse l 2 the reference is to the priest (sing.) who 
stands ministering before the Lord, or the judge (sing.) . This verse 
could refer to the high priest (i.e. the chief of the Levitical priests, 
or the priest; cf. Num. p r-3 1 )  and chief judge (cf. 2 Chr. 1 9: 5-
r r ;  Thompson 1 974: 203) .  Opinion is divided as to whether this 
verse assumes a mix of priestly rituals and legal expertise (Nelson 
2002: 22 1 ) ,  or the one law bringing together the sacral and civil 
powers, with the final authority residing with the senior priest 
(McConville 2002: 292) .  Clearly, whereas Leviticus and Numbers 
do not assign priests a regular judicial role, in Deuteronomy the 
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priests also play a part in local and criminal cases (see 1 9 : 1 7  and 
2 1 :  5 ) , possibly owing to a number of factors, including the priests' 
expert knowledge of the law, as well as their previous experience 
in seeking to resolve insoluble cases (cf. ?\um. 5 : I  I-3  I ) .  Finally, 
in abolishing sacrifice at the local sanctuaries, Deuteronomy may 
have seen the need to expand the areas of priestly responsibility, 
especially as this related to the central sanctuary (Tigay I 996:  
I 64-I 6 5 ) .  

Io-Ir .  The heart o f  the command comes in verses I o-I I ,  with 
its insistence that the high court's decision be followed at every 
point. This is further expanded as the law (tor!ij thry teach you (presum­
ably the priestly answer) and the judgment (mifpat) thry give you 
(presumably the ruling of the judge; v. I I) .  However, the final deci­
sion is understood as one givenjoint!J (vv. 9, 1 0, I I) . Also, the law 
which is taught here might imply the application of the larger body 
of law in the book of Deuteronomy, and not just a reasoned deci­
sion on the basis of the evidence presented (McConville 2002: 292). 
Both the local judges and officials ( I6 : I  8-20), as well as the accused, 
must not turn aside from the ruling received, either to the right or to 
the left (cf. 5 : 3 2; I J : I  I ;  esp. I J :20; 28 : I4) .  

I2-I3 . The sanction for failure to carry out the decision of the 
high court is death. In this way, the high court is presented as an 
instrument of the sovereign rule of Yahweh in Israel. This may well 
relate to priestly ritual originating before Yahweh (v. I 2 ;  cf. I 0 :8 ;  
I 8 :  5 ;  2 I :  5 )  (Nelson 2002: 2 22), as  well as  the priestly ruling from the 
Torah (see above) . Refusal to comply with the decision is nothing 
less than deliberate defiance of God, or presumption (zadon), also used 
at I 8 : 22  with regard to the prophet who has made a false claim to 
have spoken in the name of God. Such evil must be purged from 
Israel (v. I 2b ), in order that all the people will hear and ftarthe Lord, 
and not be contemptuous again (v. 1 3) .  

I7: 14-20. The king. Structurally, this section on the king comes 
at the centre of Israel's constitution. This is all the more surprising, 
since the office of king, unlike that of the judge, priest and prophet 
at the frames of this section, appears to be divested of any real 
powers and authority within Israelite society (e.g. Ps. 72: I-20) . The 
picture here of the king not only contrasts with that of Ancient 
Near Eastern models, especially with regard to the power structures 
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of Egypt (vv: I 6- I 7), but also with the reality in ancient Israel (esp. 
Solomon who appears to fulfil vv. r 6- I 7  by not heeding these 
instructions) . 

14-I7. The law of the king begins with a distinctive historical 
introduction: When (or 'if'; kt)56 you enter the land the LORD your God 
is givingyou (v. I4), which it shares with the law about the prophet 
(I 8 :9-I 3 ,  I 4-22). But here the request for a king comes only after 
Israel has settled in the land, and the people say, Let us set a king over 
us like all the nations around us (v. I4b). This scenario is not unexpected, 
and therefore anticipates that there will be a king (cf. l 2 :20-2 5 
relating to worship) . However, the royal prerogatives of kings will 
be thoroughly limited, as seen in the permissive reply of verse I 5 .  
This begins with two positives and then a negative: ( l) Be sure to 
appoint over you the king the LORD your God chooses-, (2) He must be from 
amongyour own brothers-, (3) Do not place a foreigner over you, who is not a 
brother Israelite. This is then followed by a threefold limitation on the 
practice of kingship in verses l 6-I7:  (1) the multiplication of horses 
(v. l 6) would not only place in jeopardy Israel's trust in their warrior 
King, Yahweh (Ps. 20:7; I47: I o-1 I),  but would bring about a reverse 
exodus (cf. 28 :6 8 ;  Exod. l4: I 3) ,  with possible implications for 
further conflicts with other superpowers who opposed Egypt; (2) 
many wives (v. I 7a) would increase the chances of leading the king's 
heart astray, especially after idols (1 K.gs I I : 1- 1 3) ;  (3) the accumu­
lation of large amounts of silver and gold into the royal treasury (v. 
I 7b ) ,  especially as a result of centralization, would naturally deprive 
outside areas o f  much-needed funds and lead to economic and 
social oppression, self-sufficiency and pride, and forgetting God 
(Deut. 8 : 1 1 , 1 7-20) . 

I8-20. Finally, as a corresponding structure to verse l 5 ,  in this 
section we again have two positives and a negative. (1) Upon acces­
sion to the throne, the king was to write for himself a copy of this 
law (tora) (probably the whole text of Deuteronomy) that is kept by 
the priests, who are Levites (v. I 8; 3 I :9- 1 3 ;  cf. 2 K.gs I 1 : 1 2) .  (2) It was 
to be with him, and he was to read it all the days of his life, so that 

56 .  Nelson (2002: 223) takes as both temporal ('when' you enter) and 

conditional ('if' these conditions are met; cf. 30: 1 0) .  
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Io-Ir .  The heart o f  the command comes in verses I o-I I ,  with 
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point. This is further expanded as the law (tor!ij thry teach you (presum­
ably the priestly answer) and the judgment (mifpat) thry give you 
(presumably the ruling of the judge; v. I I) .  However, the final deci­
sion is understood as one givenjoint!J (vv. 9, 1 0, I I) . Also, the law 
which is taught here might imply the application of the larger body 
of law in the book of Deuteronomy, and not just a reasoned deci­
sion on the basis of the evidence presented (McConville 2002: 292). 
Both the local judges and officials ( I6 : I  8-20), as well as the accused, 
must not turn aside from the ruling received, either to the right or to 
the left (cf. 5 : 3 2; I J : I  I ;  esp. I J :20; 28 : I4) .  

I2-I3 . The sanction for failure to carry out the decision of the 
high court is death. In this way, the high court is presented as an 
instrument of the sovereign rule of Yahweh in Israel. This may well 
relate to priestly ritual originating before Yahweh (v. I 2 ;  cf. I 0 :8 ;  
I 8 :  5 ;  2 I :  5 )  (Nelson 2002: 2 22), as  well as  the priestly ruling from the 
Torah (see above) . Refusal to comply with the decision is nothing 
less than deliberate defiance of God, or presumption (zadon), also used 
at I 8 : 22  with regard to the prophet who has made a false claim to 
have spoken in the name of God. Such evil must be purged from 
Israel (v. I 2b ), in order that all the people will hear and ftarthe Lord, 
and not be contemptuous again (v. 1 3) .  

I7: 14-20. The king. Structurally, this section on the king comes 
at the centre of Israel's constitution. This is all the more surprising, 
since the office of king, unlike that of the judge, priest and prophet 
at the frames of this section, appears to be divested of any real 
powers and authority within Israelite society (e.g. Ps. 72: I-20) . The 
picture here of the king not only contrasts with that of Ancient 
Near Eastern models, especially with regard to the power structures 
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of Egypt (vv: I 6- I 7), but also with the reality in ancient Israel (esp. 
Solomon who appears to fulfil vv. r 6- I 7  by not heeding these 
instructions) . 

14-I7. The law of the king begins with a distinctive historical 
introduction: When (or 'if'; kt)56 you enter the land the LORD your God 
is givingyou (v. I4), which it shares with the law about the prophet 
(I 8 :9-I 3 ,  I 4-22). But here the request for a king comes only after 
Israel has settled in the land, and the people say, Let us set a king over 
us like all the nations around us (v. I4b). This scenario is not unexpected, 
and therefore anticipates that there will be a king (cf. l 2 :20-2 5 
relating to worship) . However, the royal prerogatives of kings will 
be thoroughly limited, as seen in the permissive reply of verse I 5 .  
This begins with two positives and then a negative: ( l) Be sure to 
appoint over you the king the LORD your God chooses-, (2) He must be from 
amongyour own brothers-, (3) Do not place a foreigner over you, who is not a 
brother Israelite. This is then followed by a threefold limitation on the 
practice of kingship in verses l 6-I7:  (1) the multiplication of horses 
(v. l 6) would not only place in jeopardy Israel's trust in their warrior 
King, Yahweh (Ps. 20:7; I47: I o-1 I),  but would bring about a reverse 
exodus (cf. 28 :6 8 ;  Exod. l4: I 3) ,  with possible implications for 
further conflicts with other superpowers who opposed Egypt; (2) 
many wives (v. I 7a) would increase the chances of leading the king's 
heart astray, especially after idols (1 K.gs I I : 1- 1 3) ;  (3) the accumu­
lation of large amounts of silver and gold into the royal treasury (v. 
I 7b ) ,  especially as a result of centralization, would naturally deprive 
outside areas o f  much-needed funds and lead to economic and 
social oppression, self-sufficiency and pride, and forgetting God 
(Deut. 8 : 1 1 , 1 7-20) . 

I8-20. Finally, as a corresponding structure to verse l 5 ,  in this 
section we again have two positives and a negative. (1) Upon acces­
sion to the throne, the king was to write for himself a copy of this 
law (tora) (probably the whole text of Deuteronomy) that is kept by 
the priests, who are Levites (v. I 8; 3 I :9- 1 3 ;  cf. 2 K.gs I 1 : 1 2) .  (2) It was 
to be with him, and he was to read it all the days of his life, so that 

56 .  Nelson (2002: 223) takes as both temporal ('when' you enter) and 

conditional ('if' these conditions are met; cf. 30: 1 0) .  
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he ma;· !earn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all the 
words of this law and these decrees (v� 1 9; cf. 6 : 1-2 framed at 6:24 = 

these decrees as part of the catechetical instruction given to children 
enabling them to fear the Lord) . Thus the king becomes the model 
Israelite and student of the law, as it were, a child, in modelling the 

fear of the Lord and righteousness (right covenant standing before 
God) to the nation (6 : 2 5 ;  cf. l Kgs n-14). (3) This is borne out in 
the negative: and not consider himse!f better than his brothers and turn from 
the law to the right or to the left (v. 20 ) . This situation would not be 
possible if the king adopted and modelled the position and attitude 
of the humble son or child of 6: 20-2 5 .  Finally, the promise of 
dynastic succession is promised for such obedience to 'this torah' 
(v. 2ob). 

r8:r-8. Offerings for priests and Levites. r-2. The opening 
expression (lit. 'The priests, the Levites, the whole tribe of Levi'; 
NIV = The priests, who are Levites - indeed the whole tribe of Levi; cf. l 7:9, 
1 8 ; 1 8 : 1 ;  24:8 ;  27:9) is not primarily a statement about the role and 
function of priests, or whether all Levites may become priests. ·· 
Rather, it asserts that the priests who are Levites, as well as the 
whole tribe of Levi, have no land inheritance (i.e. allocated tribal 
territory) . Therefore, they must live off the offerings made to the 
Lord by fire as their inheritance (v. l) . The word inheritance is used 
four times in these verses in a step parallelism: (A) no inheritance 
with Israel (v. l a) ;  (B) the offerings made by fire to the LORD are their 
inheritance (v. lb) ;  (A 1) they shall have no inheritance among their 
brothers (v. 2a) ;  (B1) the LORD is their inheritance (v. 2b; cf. Num. 
l 8 :20) .  The meaning of the last expression, in parallel with verse lb, 
is twofold: ( l) it is an entitlement to the offerings made from the 
sacrificial worship at the sanctuary, except the whole burnt offering 
(see Num. 1 8 : 8-24 which notes some differences between priests 
and Levites, but Deuteronomy is closer to Josh. 1 3 : 14, where offer­
ings made by fire relate to the whole tribe of Levi) ; (2) it is an entitle­
ment to live in cities (forty-eight were provided throughout all the 
tribes, together with some surrounding pasture land; cf. Num. 3 5 : 1-
8 ; Josh. 2 1 : 1-42) . 

3-4. Having considered the whole tribe of Levi in verses 1-2, 
these verses now summarize the share (mifpat) due to the priests 
(cf. l Sam. 2 : 1 2-1 5 ) .  In verse 3 ,  the priest is to be given the 
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shoulder,57 the two cheeks and the stomach of the animal, but this 
differs from Leviticus T28-3 6 (cf. �um. l 8 : 8-32) ,  where the breast 

and right thigh are prescribed as the priests' portion of the peace 
offerings. The prescriptions of verse 4 have echoes in Numbers 
l 8: l 2, except that Deuteronomy is unique in specifying a gift from 
the first fleece (cf. l 5 :  l 9-2 3 ;  also 2 Chr. 3 l :  5 = firstfruits of honey 
only here) . These gifts fall into three categories: food and drink, 
oil, and material for clothing (wool from the first shearing) . These 
categories are often mentioned in Ancient Near Eastern legal texts 
as the basic necessities that people supported by others must 
receive (Tigay 1 996 :  1 70) . 

5. Finally, verse 5 states the theological and social point of this 
whole exercise: far the LORD your God has chosen them . . .  out of all your 
tribes. While the whole tribe of Levi is set apart (ro:8) for its different 
ministries, both priestly and non-priestly, the Levitical priests 
(Aaronic), including their descendants, have been chosen (babai') by 
the Lord, to stand and minister in the LoRD's name alwqys (cf. l T r z; 

2 l :  5 ) .  This completes a quartet of entities described as chosen, begin­
ning with the people (T6-7) , then the central sanctuary ( 12 : 5 ,  1 1), 
followed by the king (rp 5) ,  and finally the Levitical priests (1 8 : 5 ;  
2 1 : 5) .  In this listing, Deuteronomy submits the whole organization 
of Israel to the criterion of Yahweh's choice, giving priority on the 
basis of the covenant made with Abraham. In terms of overall 
structure, it is significant that the choice of the Lord's holy people 
(7:6-7) is finally framed here by the choice of the Levitical priesthood 
(1 8 : 5) .  Thus, Deuteronomy has chosen to interpret Exodus 1 9:6 in 
terms of the role model presented by the tribe of Levi as this relates 
to dependence and benefits, which Israel must likewise transfer to God. 
This, together with holy character, is how Israel should live as a 
kingdom of priests before God (cf. Num. 1 6 : 1  - 1 8 : 3 2) (also see 
Introduction: Theology, pp. 62-63) .  

6-8. It  would appear that a distinction is being made between 
priests and Levites in l 8 : 1-8 .  This is indicated by the structure of 

5 7. The right shoulder was a priestly due in Canaan also. In the Late Bronze 

temple at Lachish a pit was excavated, which contained a great number 

of right shoulder bones (Thompson 1 974: 208-209). 
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(v. 2ob). 
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expression (lit. 'The priests, the Levites, the whole tribe of Levi'; 
NIV = The priests, who are Levites - indeed the whole tribe of Levi; cf. l 7:9, 
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function of priests, or whether all Levites may become priests. ·· 
Rather, it asserts that the priests who are Levites, as well as the 
whole tribe of Levi, have no land inheritance (i.e. allocated tribal 
territory) . Therefore, they must live off the offerings made to the 
Lord by fire as their inheritance (v. l) . The word inheritance is used 
four times in these verses in a step parallelism: (A) no inheritance 
with Israel (v. l a) ;  (B) the offerings made by fire to the LORD are their 
inheritance (v. lb) ;  (A 1) they shall have no inheritance among their 
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ings made by fire relate to the whole tribe of Levi) ; (2) it is an entitle­
ment to live in cities (forty-eight were provided throughout all the 
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this section, in which verses r-2 refer to a// Levites, ,-erses 3-5 refer 

to Lnitical priests, and verses 6-8 refer to Levites who would not 
perform any cultic function until they come to the place that 
Yahweh has chosen. There they may minister (farat) in the name of 
the Lord their God, and join their brother Levites (most probably 

priests; cf. r 8 :  r ) .  However, the functions performed by the Levite 
within this context do not necessarily equate him with the priest (cf. 
Num. r 6:9; 2 Chr. 29:r r ) . 5 8 These verses should therefore be read as 
a continuation of verses 3-5 : 'Now if a Levite comes . . .  ' (v. 6) 'and 
he serves . . .  like all his fellow Levites . . .  ' (v. 7) , (then) 'he shall have 
his due share to eat . . .  ' (v. 8). On this reading, verse 7 continues the 
protasis of verse 6, stating a further condition, while verse 8 pre­
sents the apodosis. Also, verses 6-8 describe a more spontaneous (in 
al! earnestness:, v. 6b), temporal and voluntary movement on behalf of 
the Levite, who could in fact serve alongside the other priests at the 

central sanctuary, if he chose to do so, unlike 2 Kings 2 3 :9 .  Finally, 
the emphasis of the passage occurs at the beginning of verse 8 ,  
which states (lit.) , 'They shall eat equal portions', even though addi­
tional income may have been received from personal, family 
property. 

�13. Detestable practices. These verses are framed by the idea 
of Yahweh's gift of the land (vv. 9, r4; McConville 2002: 299) .  
Therefore, Israel must occupy the land in a manner worthy of God's 
claim upon their lives as his holy people and treasured possession 
(7 :6), recalling the warnings of 1 2: 29-3 1 and 2o: r 6-r 8 .  Also, the 
laws of l 8:9-1 3 serve as a transition from the function of the priests 
who minister before the Lord at l 8 :  l -8 to the prophets in the next 
section who will speak the word of the Lord to the people (1 8 : 14-
22) .  Thus, in this section pagan ways of discerning God's will are 
condemned. 

�13. Israel must not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the 
nations (vv. 9, l 2) , which would imply a failure to !earn to revere 
Yahweh and follow carefully all his commands and decrees. In this 
respect, Israel should follow the example of their model king (cf. 

5 8 .  See Duke (1987: 1 9 3-201), who correctly argues that the objective of 

Deut. l 8:6-8 is not to grant the right of priesthood to Levites. 
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17 : 1 9) . The need to hear a word from the deity was uni,-ersally felt 
in the ancient world, which now leads to a list of pagan practices 
associated with divination of one kind or another, concluding with 
the consulting of the dead (n: r ob-1 l ) .  59  The list intends to be exhaust­
i,-e in order to emphasize a complete prohibition of such detestable 
practices (cf. I Sam. 28 : 3-19; Isa. 8 : 1 9-20; 2 Kgs 1 T I7; 2 1 :6) . In 
fact, it is precisely because of these detestable practices that the LORD your 
Cod is driving out those nations before you (v. l 2b). Therefore, Israel 
is to be blameless (emphatic) before the LORD your Cod (v. 1 3 ;  cf. Gen. 
lTl ) .  The frame of the LORD your Cod in these last two verses is a 
reminder to Israel that they must worship the Lord alone, as they 
belong exclusively to him, and therefore are to seek anv necessarv 
revelation from him alone. 

. , 

14-22. The prophet. 14-15 .  These verses introducing the 
prophet serve as a continuation and contrast to the previous section, 
with the opening word 'for' (ki) in verse 14a, and reversing the order 
of sorcery and divination in verse ro .  Here the detestable ways of the 

nations are clearly out of bounds for Israel, with the emphatic But 
as foryou (sing.) (v. 14b) corning immediately after the verb thry listen. 
This scenario then allows :\1oses to talk about how Israel should 

listen to God (v. 1 5 ) .  It begins: A prophet (emphatic position) like me 
(meaning Moses as the prototype of all true prophecy in Israel, 
standing at the head of a succession of prophets), the Lord your 
God will raise up (cf. the 'choosing' of the king and priest at l 7: l 5 ;  
l 8 : 5 ) .  Such a prophet will come from amongyour own brothers (cf. 1 7 : 1  5 ;  
r 8 :  5 ) ,  concluding with the words, You must listen to him (v. 1 5  b ;  c£ v. 
14a) .  Thus the instruction to listen makes a connection and contrast 
between verses 9-14 and l 5-r9 .  

16-17. The rationale for the raising up of the prophet is  now 
given an historical connection by Moses: For this (lit. 'as all') is what 
you asked of the LORD your Cod at Horeb on the dqy of the assemb!J, here 
serving as a commentary on 5 :2 3-27. Within the context of 
covenant making, and more specifically the giving of the Decalogue, 
Israel protested that, should they be exposed any further to the fire 
and voice of God, they would surely die ( 5 : 2 5 ;  reversed here in 

59 ·  See Blenkinsopp (199 5 :  10-16) for a discussion of these terms. 
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v: r 6b to voice and fire, possibly to emphasize the 'word' of the 
prophet at v. r 5 b; cf. YY. r 8-20) .  Therefore, their appeal was for 

:\foses to become a mediator between them and God, and to stand 
in the council of God to receive all his further commands, decrees 

and laws (5 : 3  r ;  cf. Jer. 2 3 : 1 8) .  Thus, Moses' authority as prophet and 
lawgiver is established in a twofold manner, both by the people and 
by God's approval as good (v� 17 ;  cf. 5 :28) .  

18-19. This unit now expands on the previous verses, drawing 
particular attention to the divine source of the prophet's words, and 
therefore the solemn responsibility to pass on every word (everythiniJ 
that had been commanded by the Lord (v. 1 8; cf. 4:2; 1 2: 3 2  [ET] ; r p  
[.\IT] ; c f.  r Sam. 3 : 1-21) .  This meant that any rebellion against such 
words was to be treated seriously, and God himself would call to 

account any who refused to listen (cf. v. r 5 b) to his words (v. r 9; cf. 
I }: 1 2; Amos 7 : 1 0-17; Luke r 1 : 50- 5 1 ;  Acts 3 :2 2-2 3) .  

20. On the other hand, a prophet who presumes (cf. r Tr 2 = 
hearer's contempt of court) to speak in the name of the Lord 

anything not commanded by the Lord, or the prophet who speaks 
in the name of other gods, must be put to death. The first case is 
more ambiguous and subtle, as well as heinous and, for that reason, 
can ultimately be discerned only by the Lord (see Jer. 28 : 1-11), but 
the second case can presumably be identified by the community 
(rp-5 ; cf. Jer. 2 3 : 1 3-40) . 

21-22. The criteria for establishing whether a prophetic word 
(prediction) is true or false are stated negatively, as it cannot be 
reversed to imply that if a prophet's word came true, he was neces­
sarily a true prophet.for that reason alone (cf. 1 3 : 1-5) .  The litmus test 
here is fulfilment during the lifetime of the prophet (cf. Num. 

2 p 9) .  If during this time the prophecy did not come to pass, then 
the prophet was not a genuine spokesman (like Moses) and the people 
need not.fear him (v. 22b; cf. 34: 1 0-1 2; see also Jer. 2 3 : 1 6-32) .  Here 

fear may refer to threats of national or individual judgment, or may 
relate to a reverent obedience of prophetic commands (see l 8 : 1  5 b, 
1 9; Nelson 2002: 2 3 5) .  

Meaning 
The section 1 6 : 1 8  - 1 8 : 22  reminds Israel that entry into the 
Promised Land will pre-eminently require the appointment of 
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judges and officers to maintain law and order as authority figures 

within Israel (cf. r :9-I 8) and, in this sense, reflects the fifth 

commandment relating to the honour and respect due to parents 
(here spiritual guardians who must be obeyed; cf. 2 l :  r 8-2 l ,  also 

implicating civil authorities) . The concern for social justice is 
reflected ultimately by the setting up of the national court at the 
central sanctuary for cases that prove too difficult for the local 

courts (1 7 :8-13) .  The question of kingship (1 7 : 14-20) , at the struc­

tural heart of the section, is not whether Israel should have a king, but 
rather what kind of king he must be. He must be the LORD's choice, 
and the typical symbols of power and wealth must give way to 

dependence upon Yahweh. In this way, he should be different from 
the typical oriental monarch, by being an exemplary student of the 

law. Furthermore, the prophet like Moses ( r 8 :  14-22) will be raised 
up by the Lord as the acceptable alternative to the pagan practices 

of divination and sorcery, and as a response to the voice and fire of 
Horeb. He will convey to the people (and king) the word and will of 
Yahweh. And finally, all of the authorities (judge, priest, king, 
prophet) are mutually responsible for making sure that the nation 
does not adopt the magical practices of the Canaanites ( 16:21 - 1 7:7; 
1 8 :9-r 5), which might lead to idolatry. The section concludes with 

a reminder of the authority with which Moses can make these 
demands. He alone stands as mediator between God and Israel at 
Horeb (Sinai), and that is why Israel must listen to him now and to 
his successors in the future (1 8 : 1 5-22;  cf. 3 4: 1 0-12) .  

v. A respect for lffe (r9:r - 22:8, with 22:5 transitional; if. J:r7) 

Context 

This section is an exposition of the sixth commandment: You shall 
not murder ( 5  : 1 7) .  As such, it forms the beginning of  five terse 
commandments (5 : 1 7-21)  which are joined by the recurring 
conjunction waw (and), and are further set apart from the previous 
five commandments by their thematic focus on relationships with 
one's neighbour. Moreover, this is the longest of the expositions on 
the commandments (some seventy-two verses), underlining its 
importance with regard to the issues of physical life and death 
within the land (cf. 3 0: 1 5 ) .  The section as a whole is ordered 
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according to the priority system of socio-economic worth of insti­
tutions ( 19 : 1  - 21 :9), free citizens (2 1 : 1 0-2 1), criminals (2 1 :22-2 3), 
animals, birds and human beings (2 2: 1-8; Kaufman 1 979: 1 3 5 ) . 
Despite the complexity of these various laws, the main concern is 
the protection of innocent life and blood, for homicide is one of the 
most polluting sins. It is said to defile the land, so that if it is not 
treated properly, it would make it impossible for Israel to remain in 
the land. The section can be outlined as follows: 

A. Deuteronomy 1 9: 1-21 - Positive steps to protect innocent 
life: human beings. 

B. Deuteronomy 20: l - 2 l :9 - Four laws relating to the 
principles of warfare. Conclusion: a conditional law relating 
to the issue of a dead body left in a field. 

B1• Deuteronomy 2 1 : 1 0-2 3 - Four laws relating to life and 
death. Conclusion: a conditional law relating to the issue of 
a dead body left on a tree. 

A1• Deuteronomy 22: 1-8 - Positive steps to protect innocent -
l ife: animals, birds and human beings. 

r9:r-2r.  Positive steps to protect innocent life: human beings. 
Deuteronomy 1 9: 1-21  falls into three parts: (1) a law on cities of 
refuge (vv. 1-13) ;  (2) the law of the landmark (v. 14) ;  and (3) the law 
concerning witnesses (vv. 1 5-21) .  The chapter deals not only with 
the issue of homicide, but also with the judicial processes involved 
in regulating it. 

Comment 
r-3 . These verses signify a new beginning in the argument of 

Deuteronomy in which the Lord has destrqyed (karat, hiphil; cf. 1 2:29) 
the nations within the land, including the possession of the enemies' 
goods (cf. 6: 1 0-1 1 ) .  Now as a first initiative, the time has come to 
set aside three cities of refuge central!J located (v. 2), within the land 
spoken of as divine gift and inheritance following 4:41-43 (cf. Exod. 
2 1 : 1 2-14) .  This parallels the beginning of the previous section 
( 16 : 1 8-20), with both relating back to 1 :9-1 8 .  

3 .  This verse stands alone in specifying that distances should be 
worked out in the context of a tripartite division of the land (with 
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:'\RSV = 'calculate the distances'; preferable to :\"IV = Build roads to 
them) . It represents the concern for proximity and accessibility in 
the case of the innocent manslayer (see 4:41-43 ;  cf. Josh. 20:7-9) . 

4-7. These verses provide an example of a hypothetical accidental 
homicide. For more on the word kill (v. 4a), see commentary at 5:17. 
This case appears to apply where (1) the killing was a purely acci­
dental event without malice aforethought (l\JV; v. 4b; cf. the opposite at vv. 
l 1-13) ;  (2) the perpetrator and victim have not previously been at 
loggerheads, illustrated by the example given at verse 5 of a wood 
gatherer whose axe head flies off and kills a bystander. In this case, 
there is provision to flee to the nearest of these cities in order to save 
his life. Otherwise, the avenger of blood (go'el haddam)60 might pursue 
him in a rage of hot anger, and overtake him if the distance is too great, and 
kill him, even though the perpetrator did this without malice aforethought 
or without premeditated malice (v. 6b; cf. 2 Sam. 14:6-7, 1 1) .  

Finally, verse 7 re-emphasizes the point of  verses 2 and 3 and the 
need to avoid excessive distance. 

8-ro. Three further cities (in addition to the six already 
appointed, three on the east, and three on the west of the Jordan) 
were to be set aside, obviously necessitated by the expansion of 
Israel's territory. However, these are not appointed in Joshua 20, or 
anywhere else in the Old Testament. This may be consistent with 
the implication that in much of the book of Joshua Israel never 
fully kept the conditions of the covenant and therefore never ful!J 
possessed the land Gosh. 1 3 : 1 ;  1 8 : 3 ;  20: 1-9; 24: 14-27). Deuteronomy 
l l :22-2 5 may hold the key to this interpretation. Finally, verse ro 

provides the rationale for the added cities, that innocent blood may not 
be shed in the land of your inheritance, and so that you (collectively) 
may not be guilty of bloodshed (cf. v. 1 3 ;  2 1 : 8-9; cf. 2 Sam. 2 1 : 1-6) . 
That is to say, the wrongful killing of a falsely accused person would 
be like the sin of murder, in that it would bring impurity and defile­
ment on the land (cf. Num. 3 H2-34) .  

n-13. These verses clearly teach that there was to be no abuse 
of this right of asylum. The person who commits premeditated 

60. Most probably a close relative, who is authorized and obliged to 

perform this act of vindication (Num. 3 5 : r 2, r 9-2r) .  
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may not be guilty of bloodshed (cf. v. 1 3 ;  2 1 : 8-9; cf. 2 Sam. 2 1 : 1-6) . 
That is to say, the wrongful killing of a falsely accused person would 
be like the sin of murder, in that it would bring impurity and defile­
ment on the land (cf. Num. 3 H2-34) .  

n-13. These verses clearly teach that there was to be no abuse 
of this right of asylum. The person who commits premeditated 

60. Most probably a close relative, who is authorized and obliged to 

perform this act of vindication (Num. 3 5 : r 2, r 9-2r) .  
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homicide might flee to one of these cities, but the elders of his own 
city (cf. 2 1 : 2-3) could extradite him and hand him over to the 
avenger of blood. However, before he could be convicted, at least 
two or three witnesses had to come forward (Num. 3 5 :  30; cf. vv. l 5-
2 1  ) .  If found guilty, such a person was to be shown no pity (7 : 1 6; 
1 3 : 8 ;  1 9 : 2 1 ;  cf. Num. 3 5 : 3  l) , for the death of the murderer was 
regarded as a cleansing ritual for the land which had been defiled 
by the shedding of innocent blood (Num. 3 H 3 ;  Gen. 4: 8-1 2; 9 :6; 
Deut. l 9 : 2 1 ;  cf. l Kgs l :  5 0-5  3 and 2 :28-34, where the place of 
refuge is the altar and not a city of refuge) . 

14· This apodictic prohibition, Do not move your neighbour's boundary 
stone, concludes a main section within this discussion of the sixth 
commandment. In doing so, it performs a function similar to 14: 2 1  
(the goat boiled in its mother's milk) at the conclusion of the third 
commandment, and 2 5 :4 (the muzzled ox treading out grain) at the 
conclusion of the ninth commandment. Thus a pattern is provided 
by a floating apodictic statement for commandments three (goat), 
six (neighbour's boundary stone) and nine (ox) . Here, possession 
of a share in the inheritance of land was a means of economic 
survival, as well as tangible proof of membership in the covenant 
community. Therefore, any loss of land by stealth was tantamount 
to a severe reduction in one's ability to survive. Boundary violation 
was recognized as by far the most frequent cause of disputes, 
whether between individuals or between nations, and thus a major 
cause of war and murder. To respect this law may have been under­
stood here as both a realistic and symbolic statement about the reality 
and prevention of homicide.61 The clandestine removing of a neigh­
bour's boundary stone could be viewed as the equivalent of !Jing in 
wait for him, and taking his livelihood and ability to survive, patterned 
by the situation in verses l l -l 3 ,  as well as false accusation (vv. l 5-
2 l ) as a means of eliminating someone. Both of these elements are 
present in the story of Ahab and Naboth at l I<:.ings 2 1 : 1-26 
involving Naboth's inheritance (cf. Prov. 2po-1 1) .  

6 r .  Kaufman (1979: 1 3 7) suggests the following organization: ( 1 )  how to 

deal with homicide (vv. l-1 3); (2) how to prevent homicide (v. 14); (3) 

how to deal with the accusation of homicide (vv. l 5-2 r) .  
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1 5-2r.  The law requiring more than one witness for an outright 
conviction (v. l 5)  also appears at Numbers 3 5 :  3 o in close association 
with the law on cities of refuge as it does here (cf. 1 T6 within the 
context of idolatry) . This is followed by the case of the malicious 
witness (assumed to be a liar, and also implying that the law recog­
nizes that cases based upon a single testimony are open to abuse, 
especially from a 'violent' and 'false' witness; McConville 2002: 3 q). 
Such a Twi.tness is then referred to the main sanctuary (vv. 16-21 ;  cf. 
1T2-7 followed by 1 7:8-13) .  In verse 17 the two men must stand in 
the presence of the LORD at the main sanctuary, before the priests and 
judges (cf. 1 7:9 where the judge is sing.) . But here the judges alone 
(perhaps drawing upon local judges as well) are mentioned as 
carrying out a thorough investigation (v. l 8a; cf. 1 7:8-13  = joint 
decision), which would appear to consist of further gathered testi­
monial evidence (v. 1 8b; cf. 1 3 : 1 2-1 5 ;  esp. 17 : 2-7) . If the witness 
has proved to be a liar and has given false testimony against his 
brother, then he must receive the same punishment intended for his 
brother (vv. 1 8-19) .  Only in this way could the evil (ra') be purged 
(bi 'at) from the community (v. 1 9b; cf. 1 3 :6; 1T7, 1 2; 1 9: 1 3 ;  2 1 : 2 1 ;  
22 :21-22; 24:7). The end result i s  that the people will hear about this 
situation and be afraid, so that such an evil thing will not happen 
again (v. 20; cf. l 7: l 2-1 3  concluding the section on the central 
court) . The chapter ends with the lex talionis (v. 21) ,  a measure-for­
measure application of justice intended to limit the punishment to 
fit the crime (cf. Exod. 2 1 : 2 3-2 5 ;  Lev. 24: 1 7-22) . However, no 
ransom could be given for murder (Num. 3 5 : 3 1) .  Life must be repaid 
in kind (Gen. 9 :6), for humankind is made in the image of God. In 
this respect, Israel was to show no pity (cf. v. 1 3) .  

20:1 - 21 :9. Four laws relating to the principles of  warfare. 
This section addresses the fundamental principles relating to warfare 
within the Promised Land (20: 1-20; cf. 2 1 : 1 0-14; 2 3 :9-14; 24: 5 ) .  But 
it is not understood by Israel as a 'manual' for military operations as 
such. The section concludes with the case of an unsolved murder 
within the land ( 2 l :  l -c;). In this way, it parallels the following section 
(21 : 1 0-23) consisting of four laws, headed by when you go to war against 

your enemies ( 20: l ;  cf. 2 l :  l o), and concluding with a law about a dead 
body (21 : 1-9; cf. 2 1 :22-23) .  

1-4. Verses 1-9 are framed by the topic of fear (vv. l ,  3 ,  8) . The 
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six (neighbour's boundary stone) and nine (ox) . Here, possession 
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survival, as well as tangible proof of membership in the covenant 
community. Therefore, any loss of land by stealth was tantamount 
to a severe reduction in one's ability to survive. Boundary violation 
was recognized as by far the most frequent cause of disputes, 
whether between individuals or between nations, and thus a major 
cause of war and murder. To respect this law may have been under­
stood here as both a realistic and symbolic statement about the reality 
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bour's boundary stone could be viewed as the equivalent of !Jing in 
wait for him, and taking his livelihood and ability to survive, patterned 
by the situation in verses l l -l 3 ,  as well as false accusation (vv. l 5-
2 l ) as a means of eliminating someone. Both of these elements are 
present in the story of Ahab and Naboth at l I<:.ings 2 1 : 1-26 
involving Naboth's inheritance (cf. Prov. 2po-1 1) .  

6 r .  Kaufman (1979: 1 3 7) suggests the following organization: ( 1 )  how to 
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decision), which would appear to consist of further gathered testi­
monial evidence (v. 1 8b; cf. 1 3 : 1 2-1 5 ;  esp. 17 : 2-7) . If the witness 
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brother (vv. 1 8-19) .  Only in this way could the evil (ra') be purged 
(bi 'at) from the community (v. 1 9b; cf. 1 3 :6; 1 T7, 1 2; 1 9: 1 3 ;  2 1 : 2 1 ;  
22 :21-22; 24:7). The end result i s  that the people will hear about this 
situation and be afraid, so that such an evil thing will not happen 
again (v. 20; cf. l 7: l 2-1 3  concluding the section on the central 
court) . The chapter ends with the lex talionis (v. 21) ,  a measure-for­
measure application of justice intended to limit the punishment to 
fit the crime (cf. Exod. 2 1 : 2 3-2 5 ;  Lev. 24: 1 7-22) . However, no 
ransom could be given for murder (Num. 3 5 : 3 1) .  Life must be repaid 
in kind (Gen. 9 :6), for humankind is made in the image of God. In 
this respect, Israel was to show no pity (cf. v. 1 3) .  

20:1 - 21 :9. Four laws relating to the principles of  warfare. 
This section addresses the fundamental principles relating to warfare 
within the Promised Land (20: 1-20; cf. 2 1 : 1 0-14; 2 3 :9-14; 24: 5 ) .  But 
it is not understood by Israel as a 'manual' for military operations as 
such. The section concludes with the case of an unsolved murder 
within the land ( 2 l :  l -c;). In this way, it parallels the following section 
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your enemies ( 20: l ;  cf. 2 l :  l o), and concluding with a law about a dead 
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1-4. Verses 1-9 are framed by the topic of fear (vv. l ,  3 ,  8) . The 
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section is also structured around three separate witnesses: first 

�1oses (\: l ) , then the priest (vv. 2-4), and finally the officers (vv. 5-
9). Both Moses and the priest urge courage and faith when going to 
war. Moses recalls the exodus victory of Yahweh with reference to 

horses and chariots and an army greater than yours (1: 1 7-1 8; cf. Exod. l 5 : 1), 
and the LORD your God, who brought you up ('ala hiphil, rather than the 
normalya,ra ' hiphil = 'brought you out') out of Egypt. This use of 

the verb may anticipate the various examples of those who should 
enjoy the possession of the land without penalty in verses 5-9. The 

role of the priest at the time of battle is significant (vv. 2-4). His set 
speech is an oracle which also takes the form of a didactic sermon 
encouraging the army (Heb. = 'the people') not to fear the enemy, 
and uses faur different verbs (in jussive mood) in verse 3 .  The fact 
that Yahweh is with you (vv. l ,  4) makes courage and faith possible, 

whereas panic properly belongs to the enemy (cf. T23 ;  �RSV). The 
priest himself was not to accompany them (you v. 3) into battle (cf. 
Josh. 6: 1-7) . However, he had an important role to play in calling 
Israel to obedience and faith in Yahweh, with the words: Hear, 0 
Israel (6:4; cf. 4: 1 ;  p). 

5-7. Israel's attitude towards war was governed by its enjoyment 
and claim to the inheritance of the land. This may be best understood 
in terms of the 'futility curse' found in ancient treaties and at 28:30-
34. The rationale of these verses is that one has the right to enjoy the 
work of one's hand. Not to do so is to come under the 'futility curse', 
whereby others enjoy what is rightfully yours (cf. Eccl. 2: 1 7-26; Luke 
l 2: 1 3-21 ) .  Verses 5-7 in particular have a parallel at 28: 30, but in the 
present passage the order has been reversed to the dedication of a 
new house, the planting of a vinryard, and a pledge to a woman to be married 
(24: 5 ;  cf. Luke 14: 1 6-20). Such an idealistic view of life, in which the 
value of community and personal well-being take precedence over 
that of war (revealing a somewhat subdued and ambivalent stance on 
warfare), was also possible only because of the profound conviction 
that military strength and victory lay, in the last resort, not in the army, 

but in God (cf. Judg. p-8) (Craigie 1976: 274). 
8--(). The fourth and final provision for exemption differs from 

the other three in that the interest of the army and not the individual 
is in view. It was common knowledge that the psychological effect 
of faint-heartedness and panic could have a profound effect upon the 
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morale and success o f  an army (here one's brothers) . This provision 

would appear to be rather surprising and unexpected, since it could 
conceivably reduce an army to only a token force, especially in light 
of other exemptions (see Judg. 7 :2-3). Here, the issue is related to 
the psychological effect of fear on one's brothers (see the spies' 
report at l :28; cf. Judg. 5 :1, 1 7, 2 3 ;  2 q-10) .  Finally, after this process 

of elimination has taken place, the officers are then to appoint (with 
:\IV; against !\RSV = 'the commanders shall take charge') military 
commanders over the army (v. 9) . This next procedure may have 
been viewed as a counterbalance to the fear of verses 8-9, with the 

psychological effect of helping to turn fear into trust (see l :29-46) . 
_10-14. The second half of chapter 20 moves from military 

personnel (vv. 1--5)) to military strategies (vv. 1 0-20) . Initially, when 
about to conduct an attack upon a non-Palestinian city, terms of 
peace (faliJm) (v. r o) were to be offered, probably referring to the 
making of a 'peace treaty' (Akkadian saltmum; Craigie 1 976: 276n.; cf. 
Josh. 9 : 1 5 ; Judg. 4: 17 ;  l Sam. 7 : 14; 2 Sam. 10: 1 9; l Kgs p 2; 20: 1 8; 

2 Kgs 1 8 : 3 1-32; Isa. 2T 5) .  A defeated city (v. 1 1) could either be 

placed under tribute or, as here, subjected to forced labour (mas) as 
with the Gibeonites (cf. Josh. 9 : 3-6, l 5-27). The city that refuses 

to make peace (v. l 2) is to be put to the sword by killing all the men 
in it, after the Lord gives it into their hands (v. 1 3 ;  cf. 2:24; 3 : 2-3 ; 
7:24) . This is not the practice of being 'put under the ban' (berem) 
that relates to the cities of the land itself, but rather an emasculation 
to ensure no further threat. However, the women (cf. 2 1 : 1 0-14) , 

children and livestock were to be spared, and other goods taken as 
plunder from the city could be used (lit. to 'eat', implying enjoyment; 
cf. 6 : 1 0-1 l) by the Israelites (v. 14) .  

15 .  This verse acts both as a conclusion to verses r o-14 (cities at 
a distance) and as an introduction to verses 1 6-1 8 (cities within the 
Promised Land) . 

16-18. Unlike the previous cities outside the land (vv. r o-14) ,  
those within the land given to Israel as  an inheritance were to be 
treated differently. There was a command not to leave a1l:)lthing that 
breathes (v. 1 6) .  Within the present context, this best refers to the 
human population only, with the nations standing in apposition to 
them (v. 17 ;  cf. 2: 34-3 5 ;  3 :6-7; Josh. 8 :2; 1 1 : 14) . In this way, the six 
nations mentioned here (minus the Girgashites included at 7 : 1) are 
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�1oses (\: l ) , then the priest (vv. 2-4), and finally the officers (vv. 5-
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Josh. 6: 1-7) . However, he had an important role to play in calling 
Israel to obedience and faith in Yahweh, with the words: Hear, 0 
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morale and success o f  an army (here one's brothers) . This provision 

would appear to be rather surprising and unexpected, since it could 
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of other exemptions (see Judg. 7 :2-3). Here, the issue is related to 
the psychological effect of fear on one's brothers (see the spies' 
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:\IV; against !\RSV = 'the commanders shall take charge') military 
commanders over the army (v. 9) . This next procedure may have 
been viewed as a counterbalance to the fear of verses 8-9, with the 

psychological effect of helping to turn fear into trust (see l :29-46) . 
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children and livestock were to be spared, and other goods taken as 
plunder from the city could be used (lit. to 'eat', implying enjoyment; 
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a distance) and as an introduction to verses 1 6-1 8 (cities within the 
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those within the land given to Israel as  an inheritance were to be 
treated differently. There was a command not to leave a1l:)lthing that 
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placed under the ban or sacred dedication. The verb complete!; destrqy, 
at the beginning of verse l 7 for emphasis, is related to the noun 
'ban' (berem; cf. 7 : 1-6; Josh. 6 :21 ) .  The reason for the destruction of 

the inhabitants of the land is expressed in the words of verse r 8 :  
Othenvise, thry will teach )'OU to follow all the detestable things the;' do in 
worshipping their gods (cf. l 2: 3 l ;  l 8:9-1 3) .  Such deviant instruction will 
not lead to life, but to sin and death. 

lCJ-20. These verses return to the theme of war beyond the limits 
of the land (vv. 1 0-14),  with the idea of laying siege to a city (for a 
long period of time) linked to verse l 2. The two kinds of trees in 
verses l 9-20 appear to parallel the two kinds of nations in verses 

I O-I 8 .  Some nations are not to be destroyed, and fruit-bearing trees 
are not to be cut down. On the other hand, some nations are to be 
destroyed, and trees that do not bear fruit may be cut down in order 
to build siege works until the city at war with them falls (implying 
limitation even on the cutting down of these trees) . But the case of 
the fruit-bearing trees may not only be linked to the desire to avoid 
'futility' with the fruit in verse 6, but is also important for the ecology 
of every land. Furthermore, these trees are not sinful people that they 
should be besieged and killed (but not practised towards Moab at 2 
Kgs 3 :  I 9, 2 5) .  In some ways, this is similar to the mother bird sitting 
on her nest. She too must not be taken and killed (22:6-7) . 

21 :1�. The case of the unsolved murder has points in common 
with the law on the cities of refuge in terms of distance (v. 2; cf. I 9: I-
3), the word kill (naka; v. I ;  cf. I 9:4, 6, I I ;  cf. 2T24-25) and the shed­
ding of innocent blood (vv. 8-9; cf. I 9:6, r o) .  These connections might 
suggest that the law on the cities of refuge may have broken down 
from time to time in favour of some unknown avenger of blood, or 
because of other unknown circumstances. In any case, this situ­
ation would defile both the perpetrator of the killing as well as the 
land itself, which the Lord was giving Israel to possess as an inheritance 
( I 9 : I  and r o; 2 I : I  and 2 3 ,  all within contexts relating to death in 
some way defiling the land) . In this passage, such a murder involved 
the whole community in bloodguilt, on the assumption that there is 
present guilt for the shedding of innocent blood, requiring some 
kind of ritual to satisfy the demands of justice. 

l-2. If (kz) begins this verse as a conditional or casuistic law, in 
line with the other four laws in this chapter (vv. I I and I4, I 5 ,  I 8 ,  
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2 2) . But following the outline above, it both provides a frame within 
this chapter for verses 22-2 3 (with the possession of the land) , as 
well as parallels verses 22-2 3 as a conclusion with regard to dead 

bodies in public places (see outline at the introduction to 20: l -

2I :9) .62 This case concerns a reported dead body lying in an open 
field, and the slayer is unknown (possibly implying that enquiry has 
been made without discovering the perpetrator) . Therefore, it is not 

clear whether this counts as a case of murder or manslaughter. It 
was the task of representatives of the central authority (elders and 

judges) to measure the distance to the nearest town, and the elders of 
that town would then accept responsibility for the purification ritual. 
Such a cleansing ritual was deemed necessary because of the sacred­
ness of the land that the Lord was giving Israel to possess, which 
would have been defiled by the shedding of innocent blood (Num. 

3 5 :  3 3-34) .  The role of the judges in this case may have been to super­
vise the measurement, and act as impartial arbiters to make sure that 
the right city was identified, thereby avoiding further dispute (cf. 
I 6 : I 8-20; I 7: 8-I 3 ) .  

3-4. Then the elders of the town nearest the body are to select a 
heifer that has never been worked and has never worn a voke and ' ' 

take her down to a valley that has not been ploughed or planted and 
where there is a flowing stream. This combination of requirements 
may speak of something set apart or hofy (cf. Num. I 9: I-ro;  Lev. 
I6 : I-22) .  There in the valley, the elders (not the priests) are to break 
the neck ('arap) of the heifer, making it plain that this was not an act 
of sacrifice (zabab) . It has been suggested that this ritual re-enacts 
the murder that has taken place (rather than symbolizing the execu­
tion of the murderer) and, by killing the animal on uncultivated 
ground, removes the bloodguilt from the area of human concern. 
Then the drainage of the blood into the flowing stream has the 
effect of removing the pollution, carrying it even farther away (see 
esp. 9 : 2 I ;  also Lev. 14: I-7; I 6 : I  5-22; Num. I 9 : I 6-2I ) .6l It is also 
argued that this rite of elimination has a double aspect at verses 

62. See Wenham and McConville (1980: 248-252) .  

63 .  McConville (2002: 3 29) argues that the ritual i s  best understood as a 

visual representation of the removal of sin and its effects from the land. 
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placed under the ban or sacred dedication. The verb complete!; destrqy, 
at the beginning of verse l 7 for emphasis, is related to the noun 
'ban' (berem; cf. 7 : 1-6; Josh. 6 :21 ) .  The reason for the destruction of 

the inhabitants of the land is expressed in the words of verse r 8 :  
Othenvise, thry will teach )'OU to follow all the detestable things the;' do in 
worshipping their gods (cf. l 2: 3 l ;  l 8:9-1 3) .  Such deviant instruction will 
not lead to life, but to sin and death. 

lCJ-20. These verses return to the theme of war beyond the limits 
of the land (vv. 1 0-14),  with the idea of laying siege to a city (for a 
long period of time) linked to verse l 2. The two kinds of trees in 
verses l 9-20 appear to parallel the two kinds of nations in verses 

I O-I 8 .  Some nations are not to be destroyed, and fruit-bearing trees 
are not to be cut down. On the other hand, some nations are to be 
destroyed, and trees that do not bear fruit may be cut down in order 
to build siege works until the city at war with them falls (implying 
limitation even on the cutting down of these trees) . But the case of 
the fruit-bearing trees may not only be linked to the desire to avoid 
'futility' with the fruit in verse 6, but is also important for the ecology 
of every land. Furthermore, these trees are not sinful people that they 
should be besieged and killed (but not practised towards Moab at 2 
Kgs 3 :  I 9, 2 5) .  In some ways, this is similar to the mother bird sitting 
on her nest. She too must not be taken and killed (22:6-7) . 

21 :1�. The case of the unsolved murder has points in common 
with the law on the cities of refuge in terms of distance (v. 2; cf. I 9: I-
3), the word kill (naka; v. I ;  cf. I 9:4, 6, I I ;  cf. 2T24-25) and the shed­
ding of innocent blood (vv. 8-9; cf. I 9:6, r o) .  These connections might 
suggest that the law on the cities of refuge may have broken down 
from time to time in favour of some unknown avenger of blood, or 
because of other unknown circumstances. In any case, this situ­
ation would defile both the perpetrator of the killing as well as the 
land itself, which the Lord was giving Israel to possess as an inheritance 
( I 9 : I  and r o; 2 I : I  and 2 3 ,  all within contexts relating to death in 
some way defiling the land) . In this passage, such a murder involved 
the whole community in bloodguilt, on the assumption that there is 
present guilt for the shedding of innocent blood, requiring some 
kind of ritual to satisfy the demands of justice. 

l-2. If (kz) begins this verse as a conditional or casuistic law, in 
line with the other four laws in this chapter (vv. I I and I4, I 5 ,  I 8 ,  
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2 2) . But following the outline above, it both provides a frame within 
this chapter for verses 22-2 3 (with the possession of the land) , as 
well as parallels verses 22-2 3 as a conclusion with regard to dead 

bodies in public places (see outline at the introduction to 20: l -

2I :9) .62 This case concerns a reported dead body lying in an open 
field, and the slayer is unknown (possibly implying that enquiry has 
been made without discovering the perpetrator) . Therefore, it is not 

clear whether this counts as a case of murder or manslaughter. It 
was the task of representatives of the central authority (elders and 

judges) to measure the distance to the nearest town, and the elders of 
that town would then accept responsibility for the purification ritual. 
Such a cleansing ritual was deemed necessary because of the sacred­
ness of the land that the Lord was giving Israel to possess, which 
would have been defiled by the shedding of innocent blood (Num. 

3 5 :  3 3-34) .  The role of the judges in this case may have been to super­
vise the measurement, and act as impartial arbiters to make sure that 
the right city was identified, thereby avoiding further dispute (cf. 
I 6 : I 8-20; I 7: 8-I 3 ) .  

3-4. Then the elders of the town nearest the body are to select a 
heifer that has never been worked and has never worn a voke and ' ' 

take her down to a valley that has not been ploughed or planted and 
where there is a flowing stream. This combination of requirements 
may speak of something set apart or hofy (cf. Num. I 9: I-ro;  Lev. 
I6 : I-22) .  There in the valley, the elders (not the priests) are to break 
the neck ('arap) of the heifer, making it plain that this was not an act 
of sacrifice (zabab) . It has been suggested that this ritual re-enacts 
the murder that has taken place (rather than symbolizing the execu­
tion of the murderer) and, by killing the animal on uncultivated 
ground, removes the bloodguilt from the area of human concern. 
Then the drainage of the blood into the flowing stream has the 
effect of removing the pollution, carrying it even farther away (see 
esp. 9 : 2 I ;  also Lev. 14: I-7; I 6 : I  5-22; Num. I 9 : I 6-2I ) .6l It is also 
argued that this rite of elimination has a double aspect at verses 

62. See Wenham and McConville (1980: 248-252) .  

63 .  McConville (2002: 3 29) argues that the ritual i s  best understood as a 

visual representation of the removal of sin and its effects from the land. 
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6-7. The elders, by washing their hands over the animal, transfer 
their responsibility (or supposed culpability) in the murder on to the 
animal �'right 1 9 8T 3 87-403) .  

5 .  The role of the priests in this ritual is more difficult to discern. 
Together with the judges (v. 2), their presence may have helped to 
bring closure to the case of an unsolved bloodshed (cf. 17 : 8-1 3), and 
symbolize the effectiveness of the ritual performed by the elders of 
the nearest city for all Israel (11cConville 2002: 3 29) · 

�· The ritual finally concludes with a symbolic hand-washing 
over the heifer by the elders of the nearest city (v. 6; cf. Pss 26:6; 
7p3 ;  Matt. 27:24) .  This is followed by their declaration of inno­
cence: Our hands did not shed this blood, nor did our ryes see (v. 7), almost 
as if they were before a court of law (cf 1 7:8-13) .  Finally, a prayer 
is made not only for themselves and the city, but for the whole 
nation of Israel (v. 8) .  At the heart of the prayer is the need for 
atonement (meaning to 'remove', 'wipe clean' or 'cover over' sin) . 
The expression 'atone' or 'make atonement' (better than NIV = 

Accept this atonement, kapar, piel imperative; cf. p:43) is found at the 
beginning of verse 8 ,  thus appealing to Yahweh's sovereign grace 
and action to be demonstrated in this ritual. A different form of the 
verb is then used towards the end of the verse (v. Sb) (NIV) . Within 
this frame of 'atonement', Israel herself is called a redeemed (padd) 
people ('out of the land of Egypt' = LXX, in connection with a 
ransom price paid as a legal transaction by Yahweh; see com.'Ilentary 
on 7:8) .  In this way, innocent bloodshed will be atoned for, and the 
guilt of shedding innocent blood will be purged from the people 
(v. 9; cf. p:43). 

21 :10-23 .  Four laws relating to life and death. 10-14. The law 
of the female prisoner of war links back to 20: 1 and 20: 1 0-1 5 ,  
where women are listed among the items o f  booty taken in war. 
Four things were required of the woman: she must shave her head 
and cut her nails (v. l 2), as well as put aside her foreign garments and 
engage in a month of mourning (v. q) . Most likely these repre­
sented a clean break with the past, as well as a sign of purification 
and transfer to a new life (Lev. 14: 8 ;  Num. 8 :7; cf. 2 Sam. 1 9 :4) . 
However, the main concern of this law is that captive women 
should be treated with dignity, also at four different levels. (a) She is 
not to be raped or enslaved as a concubine, but is to receive full 
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status as a wife (vv. l l ,  13) .  (b) She is to be given time to adjust to 
her new traumatic situation and ritually mourn for her parents 
(presumed dead) within the security of her new home (v: 1 3 b) .  (c) 
A restriction is placed upon the soldier's 'bridegroom's rights' by 
postponing any sexual intercourse with the woman until this month 
of mourning and adjustment is over (v. 1 3b) .  (d) If the man finally 
decides not to take her as his wife, she is to leave as a 'free' woman 
(cf 24: 1-4) , and is not to be sold or treated as a slave (v. 14) .  In this 
way, the 'unloved captive woman' forms an inner frame with the 
unloved wife in verses l 5-17 .  

l 5-17. The loss of men through death in battle often resulted in 
polygamy, with resultant problems. Here, for the first time in the 
Bible, the principle is stated that a firstborn son had to be given 
double inheritance rights, even if this son belonged to the 
unfavoured wife (e.g. 2 Kgs 2:9; NRSV = a 'double share' of vour 
spirit) . But presumably if seven sons were involved, the estate ;ould 
be divided into eight portions, with the firstborn son receiving two 
of them (i.e. twice as much as the share of any other son).  Finally, 
the reason (v. 1 7) why the firstborn son belonging to the unloved 
wife was to be given the double share is that this son is the 'first issue' 
of his procreative power (i.e. a sign of the man's ability to produce 
children) . 

l8-2r.  Whereas the previous law (vv. r 5-17) protects a son from 
an unfair father, this law protects parents from an unruly son (vv. 

r 8-2 l) . Together they illustrate the balance of rights and responsi­
bilities that exist in a family, and even more so in a wider society 
(Wright 1 996 :  2 3 5 ) .  Three main issues are involved here. (r) If this 
law balances the previous one, then it may envisage a firstborn son 
who is proving totally unworthy of his inheritance, disobeying both 
father and mother, and as a profligate and a drunkard (v. 2ob; cf Prov. 
2 3 :  l 9-2 5) threatening the family's future economic viability and 
posterity. Further, rebelliousness of this kind might also lead to the 
worst kind of crimes (esp. Exod. 2 r :  r 5 ,  where 'strike' can mean 'kill'; 
also see Exod. 2 r : r 7) .  (2)The penalty for this law (stoning to death) 
places it on the same level as idolatry, sedition and bloodguilt ( l 3 :6-
1 r ; 1 T 5 ;  esp. r 7:8-r3 ;  r 9: r 1-13 ,  1 6-21 ;  2 1 :9; esp. 22: 2 1 ,  24) . At issue 
is a disrespect for both father and mother (also relating to the fifth 
commandment), who together are finally responsible (after repeated 
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6-7. The elders, by washing their hands over the animal, transfer 
their responsibility (or supposed culpability) in the murder on to the 
animal �'right 1 9 8T 3 87-403) .  

5 .  The role of the priests in this ritual is more difficult to discern. 
Together with the judges (v. 2), their presence may have helped to 
bring closure to the case of an unsolved bloodshed (cf. 17 : 8-1 3), and 
symbolize the effectiveness of the ritual performed by the elders of 
the nearest city for all Israel (11cConville 2002: 3 29) · 

�· The ritual finally concludes with a symbolic hand-washing 
over the heifer by the elders of the nearest city (v. 6; cf. Pss 26:6; 
7p3 ;  Matt. 27:24) .  This is followed by their declaration of inno­
cence: Our hands did not shed this blood, nor did our ryes see (v. 7), almost 
as if they were before a court of law (cf 1 7:8-13) .  Finally, a prayer 
is made not only for themselves and the city, but for the whole 
nation of Israel (v. 8) .  At the heart of the prayer is the need for 
atonement (meaning to 'remove', 'wipe clean' or 'cover over' sin) . 
The expression 'atone' or 'make atonement' (better than NIV = 

Accept this atonement, kapar, piel imperative; cf. p:43) is found at the 
beginning of verse 8 ,  thus appealing to Yahweh's sovereign grace 
and action to be demonstrated in this ritual. A different form of the 
verb is then used towards the end of the verse (v. Sb) (NIV) . Within 
this frame of 'atonement', Israel herself is called a redeemed (padd) 
people ('out of the land of Egypt' = LXX, in connection with a 
ransom price paid as a legal transaction by Yahweh; see com.'Ilentary 
on 7:8) .  In this way, innocent bloodshed will be atoned for, and the 
guilt of shedding innocent blood will be purged from the people 
(v. 9; cf. p:43). 

21 :10-23 .  Four laws relating to life and death. 10-14. The law 
of the female prisoner of war links back to 20: 1 and 20: 1 0-1 5 ,  
where women are listed among the items o f  booty taken in war. 
Four things were required of the woman: she must shave her head 
and cut her nails (v. l 2), as well as put aside her foreign garments and 
engage in a month of mourning (v. q) . Most likely these repre­
sented a clean break with the past, as well as a sign of purification 
and transfer to a new life (Lev. 14: 8 ;  Num. 8 :7; cf. 2 Sam. 1 9 :4) . 
However, the main concern of this law is that captive women 
should be treated with dignity, also at four different levels. (a) She is 
not to be raped or enslaved as a concubine, but is to receive full 
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status as a wife (vv. l l ,  13) .  (b) She is to be given time to adjust to 
her new traumatic situation and ritually mourn for her parents 
(presumed dead) within the security of her new home (v: 1 3 b) .  (c) 
A restriction is placed upon the soldier's 'bridegroom's rights' by 
postponing any sexual intercourse with the woman until this month 
of mourning and adjustment is over (v. 1 3b) .  (d) If the man finally 
decides not to take her as his wife, she is to leave as a 'free' woman 
(cf 24: 1-4) , and is not to be sold or treated as a slave (v. 14) .  In this 
way, the 'unloved captive woman' forms an inner frame with the 
unloved wife in verses l 5-17 .  

l 5-17. The loss of men through death in battle often resulted in 
polygamy, with resultant problems. Here, for the first time in the 
Bible, the principle is stated that a firstborn son had to be given 
double inheritance rights, even if this son belonged to the 
unfavoured wife (e.g. 2 Kgs 2:9; NRSV = a 'double share' of vour 
spirit) . But presumably if seven sons were involved, the estate ;ould 
be divided into eight portions, with the firstborn son receiving two 
of them (i.e. twice as much as the share of any other son).  Finally, 
the reason (v. 1 7) why the firstborn son belonging to the unloved 
wife was to be given the double share is that this son is the 'first issue' 
of his procreative power (i.e. a sign of the man's ability to produce 
children) . 

l8-2r.  Whereas the previous law (vv. r 5-17) protects a son from 
an unfair father, this law protects parents from an unruly son (vv. 

r 8-2 l) . Together they illustrate the balance of rights and responsi­
bilities that exist in a family, and even more so in a wider society 
(Wright 1 996 :  2 3 5 ) .  Three main issues are involved here. (r) If this 
law balances the previous one, then it may envisage a firstborn son 
who is proving totally unworthy of his inheritance, disobeying both 
father and mother, and as a profligate and a drunkard (v. 2ob; cf Prov. 
2 3 :  l 9-2 5) threatening the family's future economic viability and 
posterity. Further, rebelliousness of this kind might also lead to the 
worst kind of crimes (esp. Exod. 2 r :  r 5 ,  where 'strike' can mean 'kill'; 
also see Exod. 2 r : r 7) .  (2)The penalty for this law (stoning to death) 
places it on the same level as idolatry, sedition and bloodguilt ( l 3 :6-
1 r ; 1 T 5 ;  esp. r 7:8-r3 ;  r 9: r 1-13 ,  1 6-21 ;  2 1 :9; esp. 22: 2 1 ,  24) . At issue 
is a disrespect for both father and mother (also relating to the fifth 
commandment), who together are finally responsible (after repeated 
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disciplinary measures have failed) for bringing their stubborn and rebel­
lious son before the elders at the gate of his town ('� :9 ;  cf. 2 1 : 1-9 ;  
27: 16) .  Thus, this issue is  resolved in the public arena before the 
elders, thereby also implying social ramifications for the wider 
covenant community. (3) Finally, if this law is linked in some way to 
those found at Exodus 2 l :  l 5 and 2 l :  l 7, then it could be argued that 
Deuteronomy has added its own legal innovation here in terms of 
verses 1 9-20 (= the son who refuses to cease his gluttony and 
drinking) , thus significantly reducing the scope of any delinquent 
behaviour against parents punishable by death. 64 In fact, there is no 
evidence that such a measure was carried out in the Old Testament. 

22-23.  These verses conclude chapter 2 1 ,  beginning with the 
words 'And if' (weki; MT) . In doing so, they provide a parallel to the 
opening if passage of 2 1 : 1-9 with regard to a dead body in a public 
and open space. But the difference here is that the corpse is of an 

executed criminal, rather than of a murder victim. Also, this case is 
not one of crucifixion, but impaling on a tree after execution has 
taken place (normally by stoning) . This was common in a variety of 
forms in the Ancient Near East in biblical times (see Num. 25 :4;Josh. 
8:29; 1 0:26-27; l Sam. 3 1 : 8-1 3 ;  2 Sam. 4: 1 2; 2 1 : 5-9; Lam. -p 2).  It is 
important to note that the body was not 'accursed of God' because 
it was hanging on a tree; rather, it was hanging on a tree because it was 
accursed of God (v. 2 3 ;  best understood as a subjective genitive = 
God's curse with NIV and ;'\'RSV; Craigie 1 976: 285) .  The point here is 
that the open display of the body is limited to one day, so that the 
presence of one so cursed might not defile the land (Matt. 27: 57-6 1 ;  
cf. Acts Ho; Gal. p3) .  This brings to full circle the opening image 
of the land defiled by the body of the murder victim ( 2 l :  l -9) . 

22:1-8. Positive steps to protect innocent life: animals, birds 
and human beings. The following set of mixed laws can be seen 
as positive steps to protect innocent life, including that of animals 
and birds, and concluding with human life itself (22:8). In this way, 
it parallels and extends l 9: 1-2 l by taking positive steps to protect 

64. See Fleishman (2003 :  3 r r-327) . For another view see Hagedorn (2000: 

ro r-1 21) who relates this to the fifth commandment and the guarding 

of the parents' honour. 
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the innocent lives of human beings from blood guilt. Thus, this 

passage fittingly ends a long section related mainly to the sixth 

commandment: You shall not commit murder. 
r-4. These warm-hearted laws spell out what it means to love 

one's neighbour as oneself in practical ways, and they build upon 
Exodus 2 3 :4-5 ,  except that the original judicial context of the court 
case with your enemy·'s ox and someone who hates you now changes to your 
brother's ox or sheep (v. l) , or his donkey, cloak or af!)'thing he loses (v. 3) .  The 
motivational element for keeping this law is the term brother (used six 

times in verses 1-4), and the description even extends to those who 
are non-local and personally unknown (v. 2). This may suggest that 

this law was difficult to enforce in practice. But in lifting the law from 
its original judicial context in Exodus, Deuteronomy now extends 

its application to all Israelites at any time, and appears to ignore any 
danger of the rescuer being accused of theft. One level of meaning 
is that animals should not have to suffer possible death because of 
human disputes and neglect. This is highlighted by the repetition of 
the phrase do not ignore it (vv. l, 3, 4), especially when you see it (vv. l ,  
4), which counteracts the human reaction to 'not get involved' (cf. 
Luke 10: 30-3 5 ;  Wright 1 996: 240) . Another level of meaning is that 
lost property of any sort must be restored if the owner is known 
(v. l) .  This especially relates to the loss of valuable resources which 
would bring hardship and suffering (a kind of 'death') to the person 
who had lost them. This point is reinforced by the procedure and 
personal expense involved in verse 2, which applied to anything lost 
or found (v. 3) . Finally, the case of verse 4 focuses not only on love 
for one's neighbour, but also on the well-being of the animal which 
has fallen or 'collapsed' (napal; cf. Exod. 2n) ,  possibly under the 
weight of his load (cf. Num. 22:21-3 3). 

5 .  This law reflects the blurring of mixtures at Leviticus 1 9 : 1 9, 
but here its direct target is the wearing of any item (not limited to 
clothing) belonging to the opposite sex. This may have sought to 
discourage homosexuality, or to prevent transvestite practices found 
in Canaanite and Mesopotamian worship, as suggested by the word 
detestable (tiJ'ebd; cf. 1 2: 3 1 ;  1 8 : 1 2; 2 3 : 1 7-1 8).65 It is argued that this 

65 .  See Vedder (2008: 4 59-476). 
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disciplinary measures have failed) for bringing their stubborn and rebel­
lious son before the elders at the gate of his town ('� :9 ;  cf. 2 1 : 1-9 ;  
27: 16) .  Thus, this issue is  resolved in the public arena before the 
elders, thereby also implying social ramifications for the wider 
covenant community. (3) Finally, if this law is linked in some way to 
those found at Exodus 2 l :  l 5 and 2 l :  l 7, then it could be argued that 
Deuteronomy has added its own legal innovation here in terms of 
verses 1 9-20 (= the son who refuses to cease his gluttony and 
drinking) , thus significantly reducing the scope of any delinquent 
behaviour against parents punishable by death. 64 In fact, there is no 
evidence that such a measure was carried out in the Old Testament. 

22-23.  These verses conclude chapter 2 1 ,  beginning with the 
words 'And if' (weki; MT) . In doing so, they provide a parallel to the 
opening if passage of 2 1 : 1-9 with regard to a dead body in a public 
and open space. But the difference here is that the corpse is of an 

executed criminal, rather than of a murder victim. Also, this case is 
not one of crucifixion, but impaling on a tree after execution has 
taken place (normally by stoning) . This was common in a variety of 
forms in the Ancient Near East in biblical times (see Num. 25 :4;Josh. 
8:29; 1 0:26-27; l Sam. 3 1 : 8-1 3 ;  2 Sam. 4: 1 2; 2 1 : 5-9; Lam. -p 2).  It is 
important to note that the body was not 'accursed of God' because 
it was hanging on a tree; rather, it was hanging on a tree because it was 
accursed of God (v. 2 3 ;  best understood as a subjective genitive = 
God's curse with NIV and ;'\'RSV; Craigie 1 976: 285) .  The point here is 
that the open display of the body is limited to one day, so that the 
presence of one so cursed might not defile the land (Matt. 27: 57-6 1 ;  
cf. Acts Ho; Gal. p3) .  This brings to full circle the opening image 
of the land defiled by the body of the murder victim ( 2 l :  l -9) . 

22:1-8. Positive steps to protect innocent life: animals, birds 
and human beings. The following set of mixed laws can be seen 
as positive steps to protect innocent life, including that of animals 
and birds, and concluding with human life itself (22:8). In this way, 
it parallels and extends l 9: 1-2 l by taking positive steps to protect 

64. See Fleishman (2003 :  3 r r-327) . For another view see Hagedorn (2000: 

ro r-1 21) who relates this to the fifth commandment and the guarding 

of the parents' honour. 
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the innocent lives of human beings from blood guilt. Thus, this 

passage fittingly ends a long section related mainly to the sixth 

commandment: You shall not commit murder. 
r-4. These warm-hearted laws spell out what it means to love 

one's neighbour as oneself in practical ways, and they build upon 
Exodus 2 3 :4-5 ,  except that the original judicial context of the court 
case with your enemy·'s ox and someone who hates you now changes to your 
brother's ox or sheep (v. l) , or his donkey, cloak or af!)'thing he loses (v. 3) .  The 
motivational element for keeping this law is the term brother (used six 

times in verses 1-4), and the description even extends to those who 
are non-local and personally unknown (v. 2). This may suggest that 

this law was difficult to enforce in practice. But in lifting the law from 
its original judicial context in Exodus, Deuteronomy now extends 

its application to all Israelites at any time, and appears to ignore any 
danger of the rescuer being accused of theft. One level of meaning 
is that animals should not have to suffer possible death because of 
human disputes and neglect. This is highlighted by the repetition of 
the phrase do not ignore it (vv. l, 3, 4), especially when you see it (vv. l ,  
4), which counteracts the human reaction to 'not get involved' (cf. 
Luke 10: 30-3 5 ;  Wright 1 996: 240) . Another level of meaning is that 
lost property of any sort must be restored if the owner is known 
(v. l) .  This especially relates to the loss of valuable resources which 
would bring hardship and suffering (a kind of 'death') to the person 
who had lost them. This point is reinforced by the procedure and 
personal expense involved in verse 2, which applied to anything lost 
or found (v. 3) . Finally, the case of verse 4 focuses not only on love 
for one's neighbour, but also on the well-being of the animal which 
has fallen or 'collapsed' (napal; cf. Exod. 2n) ,  possibly under the 
weight of his load (cf. Num. 22:21-3 3). 

5 .  This law reflects the blurring of mixtures at Leviticus 1 9 : 1 9, 
but here its direct target is the wearing of any item (not limited to 
clothing) belonging to the opposite sex. This may have sought to 
discourage homosexuality, or to prevent transvestite practices found 
in Canaanite and Mesopotamian worship, as suggested by the word 
detestable (tiJ'ebd; cf. 1 2: 3 1 ;  1 8 : 1 2; 2 3 : 1 7-1 8).65 It is argued that this 

65 .  See Vedder (2008: 4 59-476). 
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verse also serves as a transition to the sin of improper mixtures in the 
laws of sexual purity in 22:9 - 2 3 :  I 8 .  In the meantime, it links verses 

5-8 with verses 9-I 2  in the form of a chiasm: dress (v. 5 ) ,  animals 
(n. 6-7) , house (v. 8), field (\: 9) , animals (\� I O) and dress (vv� I I­
I 2) . This has the effect of linking death (sixth commandment) with 
mixtures (seventh commandment) (so Kaufman I 978-9:  q 6  and 
�Ierrill I 994: 298) . 

6-7. The principle of saving the mother bird is best linked to the 
preservation of life (sixth commandment), as well as to the ensuring 
of a food chain within the land. In this way, it has links with both 
the fruit-bearing trees spared in siege warfare (20 : I 9-20), as well as 

with the law forbidding the boiling of a kid in its mother's milk 
(I4:2I ) .  Here long life is linked with the fifth commandment ( p 6) 
and, by logical extension, with the sixth commandment (cf. 2 I :  I 8-
21 ) .  

8 .  The section 22: I-8 now concludes with the instruction to 
homebuilders to build a parapet around the roof of a new house, in 

order to prevent the accidental death of anyone using the roof for 
relaxation or other reasons, as this would bring bloodguilt upon the 
household (cf. the cities of refuge at I 9: r o) .66 This is to be done at 
one's own cost and to prevent anyone from falling (cf the brother's 
fallen donkey or ox at v. 4, and the fallen bird's nest at vv. 6-7) from 
the roof to their death (cf. 2 I : I ,  9) . 

Meaning 
The section I 9 : I  - 22:8 is concerned with the sixth commandment 
( p 7) and covers premeditated murder and manslaughter, cities of 
refuge, rules for warfare, as well as death within the land in a more 
general sense, even down to the mother bird upon her nest (22:6-7) . 
More verses (seventy-two) are devoted to this section than to any 
other, highlighting the importance of the issues of life and death 
within the land (cf. 3o : I  5 ) .  These laws value the dignity and worth 
of life across a broad spectrum. Furthermore, the section as a whole 
is ordered according to the priority system of socio-economic worth 
of institutions (I 9 : I  - 2 1 :9), free citizens (2 I : I o-2 1 ) ,  criminals 

66. See Code of Hammurabi (para 229-2 3 3 ; ANET, p. q6). 
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(2 I :22-23) ,  animals, birds and human beings (22: I-8 ;  Kaufman 

I 979:  I 3 5 ) .  It is especially emphasized that innocent blood not be shed 

within the land, thereby bringing blood-guilt upon the people, and 
desecration upon the land. This theme is found in the outer frames of 
the section at I 9 : r o  and 22 :8 ,  as well as within the conclusions to the 
two inner frames at 2 I :9 and 2I :22-2 3 .  

vi. Unholy mixtures and adultery (22:9 - 2j:I8, with 2}.'IJ-I6 

transitional,· if. J.' I 8) 

Context 

Though adultery is clearly alluded to only once in this section on 
purity (22:22) ,  there can be no doubt that the focus is on expounding 

the seventh commandment: You shall not commit adultery. This sin was 
known as the 'Great Sin' in the Ancient Near East (see comment on 

p 8 ,  pp. I 27-1 28). In the Old Testament, the covenant relationship 
between God and his people is often portrayed in terms of a 

marriage (e.g. Hosea), and to prove unfaithful to that bond was a 
form of spiritual adultery. Hence the following laws address 
improper 'mixtures', which begin to point in the direction of 
crossing boundaries and a lack of purity in sexuality. 

9-r r.  These three brief laws about not mixing (two kinds of 
seeds, the ox and the ass, wool and linen) may be understood as 
referring to unnatural combinations that violate the purity of  the 
species (Thompson I 974: 2 3 5) .  As such, they may be seen within 
this context as serving as a prelude to the following laws on chastity� 
which deal with unlawful mixing at the sexual level. 

Deuteronomy limits sowing two kinds of seed (grapevine and one 
other) within the vineyard (v. 9a; cf. Lev. I 9: I 9 =field), which would 
produce a situation of mixing or boundary violation. 67 As such, not 
only would the extra crop become defiled (ho/y /set apart or 'forfeit to 
the sanctuary') , but also the fruit of the vineyard could no longer be 
used (v. 9b; 20:6; cf Lev. I 9:2 3-25) .  

The ox and the donkey (v. ro) were probably to be set apart on 

67. Houtman ( 1984: 226-228). Prohibited also in Hittite laws with the 

penalty of death, probably on the basis of religious or cultural taboos. 
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the basis of the clean/unclean distinction reflected earlier at r4: 3-
8 (Lev. I I : 1-47; cf. 1 Cor. 6 : 14-1 8). At Leviticus 19 : 19  the prohibi­
tion is against mating two kinds of animals. 

Verse 1 1  has a connection with verse 5 on the basis of wearing 
certain kinds of clothing inappropriate (or mixed) for both sexes, but 
here the prohibition is against the wearing of mixed fabric (wool and 
linen) woven together (see Exod. 26 : 1 ;  28 :4-6; 3 9 :29; and 4QMlvfT: 
75-85 where these mixtures are reserved for sacred use). 

12. The version of this law in Numbers (1 H1-41) states that the 
purpose of the tassels on the garments is to remind Israel to obey 
all God's commands so that they will not prostitute themselves by 
pursuing the lusts of their own hearts and eyes (Num. 1 H9)·  This 
verse therefore provides a link with verse 1 1  (on the basis of 
clothing) and a fitting frame for 22: 30 [ET] with the words corner 
(v. 1 2) and bed (v. 3 0; kanap), in order to produce a bracket for the six 
intervening laws about sexual offences. The first three of these (vv. 
1 3- 19; 20-21 ;  2 2) have married women as their focus, whereas the last 
three (vv. 2 3-24; 2 5-27; 28-29) are concerned with unmarried women; 

13-19. In this first case, a charge of infidelity is brought by the 
husband against a wife whom he has just married. It is difficult to 
know what motives may have been behind such a charge. Here the 
man hates his wife, because he does not find her to be a virgin 
(v. 14) .  This could mean either that his new wife was not a virgin 
when he married her, or that she had been pregnant before the 
marriage and has concealed this. In any case, the parents produce 
the evidence required to establish the integrity of the woman's 
virginity and of her household, which was necessary because of the 
slander brought against her character as a virgin (v. 1 7) .  As a result, 
the man is possibly beaten and fined one hundred shekels, which is 
double the amount of the scenario mentioned at verses 28-29. This 
may signal that the possibility of a divorce in this case has been 
made doubly difficult. The amount was paid to the woman's father, 
possibly to restore any damaged honour to the parents (vv. 1 6-17, 
1 9) .  Finally, verse 19 shifts the focus of the law away from the rights 
of the husband and father to the reputation of the woman as an 
Israelite virgin. The man must not divorce her as long as she lives. 
This law appeared to provide a strong deterrent against the possi­
bility of a false and malicious charge motivated by greed and self-
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ishness (e.g. to reclaim the bridal gift paid to the father) . At the same 
time, it would provide security to the woman given in marriage, as 
the husband's case would be very difficult to sustain on the basis of 
the parents' protected evidence. 

20-2r .  This law may be regarded as a counter-case to the 
previous one, which parallels a similar double law in the Code of 
Hammurabi (para 142-14 3 ;  ANET, p. 1 72) . If the man's accusa­
tions prove to be true mainly on the basis of lack of proof relating 
to the girl's virginity (in which case the parents would not be able to 
approach the elders at the gate in a judicial context) , she is to be 
brought to the door of her father's house and there the men of her 
town are to stone her to death (v. 2 ra) .  The reason given is that she 
has done a disgraceful thing in Israel (Heb. nebala; linked to sexually 
immoral acts at Gen. 3 4:7; Judg. 1 9 :2 3-24; 2 Sam. 1 3 : 1 2- 1 3 ;  and 
adultery at Jer. 29:2 3) ,  by being promiscuous while still in her father's 
house (v. 2 1  b) . This law was probably given to ensure the virginity 
of brides (including the woman's need for proof), and also to halt 
the threat of laxity seen as a dangerous trend ( c£ 2 1 :  1 8-21 where 
this point is present; Nelson 2002: 271) .  

22. The case of adultery directly links with the seventh 
commandment ( 5 : 1 8 ;  see commentary, pp. 1 27-1 28), and with the 
previous law as a disgraceful thing (cf. Jeremiah 29:23) .  Furthermore, 
it relates to the laws either side of it, with the expression you must 
purge the evil from Israel (v. 2 2) as a chiastic centre for amongyou (vv. 21  b 
and 24b) . The requirement that both parties be caught in the act 
<found sleepiniJ is a protection against unfounded accusations, in light 
of the severity of the death sentence. The status of the man is not 
identified (whether married or unmarried) , but the woman is 
described as another man's wife, which makes it clear that the offence 
relates to the violation of the husband's rights to procreate, endan­
gering the orderly transmission of his estate to his heirs (Walton 

and Matthews 1 997: 2 52) .  

23-27. As with the law of the virgin (vv. 1 3- 1 9) and its counter­
case (vv. 20-2 1) ,  this section on the other side of the pivotal verse 
22 poses a similar scenario. Here we have the case of a virgin in a 
town who is pledged to be married (vv. 2 3-24), and its counter-case 

of a virgin in the countryside who is also pledged to be married 
(vv. 2 5-27) . 
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2 3-24. In the first example, the central issue is the woman's consent 
to the act which was assumed, since she might have called out for 
help. In this case both parties were to be stoned at the gate of that 
town. The reason given is that the girl could have expected to receive 

help from the people within the town, but did not do so. On the 
other hand, the man violated a betrothed girl within that town, 
which was tantamount to committing adultery with a married 
woman, the wife of one of his fellow Israelites. 

25-27. The counter-case is introduced by But if(Heb. we-'im) as 
at verse 20. But here the setting is open country, and force is also 
involved. The Hebrew text says, 'if he seizes her and lies with her', 
which the :'\IV rightly translates as rapes her (v. 2 5 ) .  The parallel with 
murder (v. 26) suggests a degree of force has taken place. Therefore, 
it was presumed that the betrothed girl called out and there was 

nobodv to hear or rescue her. In this case, onlv the man was to die, ' ' 

because the girl had committed no offence, and was a passive victim 

throughout the ordeal. 

28-29. This law reflects that found at Exodus 22: 1 6-17  [ET] . But 
here the situation involves the complementary case of the seduction 
of an unbetrothed virgin. Therefore, there is no question of capital 

offence because no marriage or betrothal has apparently been 
compromised. While the KIV and many other versions treat this as 
a case of rape too, the terminology here is different, which points 
rather to a case of seduction with the expression and thry are discovered 
(v. 28b) .  If they are discovered, then the man is obliged to marry 
the girl, and is prevented from ever divorcing her (v. 29b). As part 
of this arrangement, he has to pay the sum of fifty shekels of silver 
to the girl's father, which may have represented the equivalent of a 
bride price. 

30. This verse provides a frame with verse l 2 (see commentary 
there) for the six laws in between, with the noun kanap (corner/ skirt) 
in the context of covering (22: 1 2) and uncovering (22: 30  [ET]) .  This 
law forbids a man to marry his stepmother or his father's wife, prob­
ably assuming that the father has died in the meantime (cf. Lev. l 8 :8 ;  
20: 1 l ;  Deut. 27:20). In Hebrew, the expression to dishonour his father's 
bed is literally 'to uncover his father's skirt'. In either case, the 
purpose of the law protects the integrity of the extended family in 
a polygamous context by blocking a son's inheritance of his father's 
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wives (2 1 : 1 5-17;  c£ Gen. 3 5 : 22; 49:3-4; 2 Sam. 1 6:22; l Kgs 2:22-
2 5 ) . 68 

23:1-8. The next four apodictic (absolute) laws have in common 
the refrain enter, with the first three negative in form, may not enter 
(lo'yabo) (2 p,  2, 3 [ET]),  and the fourth positive, may enter (2 3 :8) . 
Each also involves the the assemb!J (qahal) of the LORD as the 
covenant community of God. This particular phrase is found only 
here in the present chapter (vv. l-8), with its other usage relating to 
the day of the assemb!J, when the whole people of Israel gathered at 
Horeb to receive the Ten Commandments (4: 1 0; 5 : 2 2; 9: 1 0; ro:4; 
l 8 : 1 6 ; cf. 3 qo) .  Thus, here the worshipping community is defined 

in a more limited fashion with the exclusion of the following three 
groups of people. 

r. Men who had mutilated their reproductive organs, either by 
accident (crushiniJ or deliberately (cutting; e.g. eunuchs), were 

excluded from the assembly, possibly on religious grounds (14: 1-2; 
cf. Lev. 2 1 : 5-8, esp. 1 7-20; 22 :24) . Also, this particular exclusion 

may have been related to the covenant identification of circumcision 
for males (Gen. 1 7:9-14), which would thus be circumvented by this 
situation (cf. ro: 1 6 ; 3 0:6) ,  including the Abrahamic promise of 
progeny ( 1 : r o-1 l;  r o:22; 28 :62) .69 Later this situation would change 
(c£ Isa. 5 6: 3-5 ;  Acts 8 :26-40) . 

2. The second prohibition refers to those from a forbidden mamage 
(mamzei') (cf. Zech. 9:6) .  The context might suggest either incestuous 
marriages (22 : 30; 2 3 : 3-6;  cf. Lev. 1 8 :6-20; 20: 1 0-21) or cult prosti­
tutes (23 : 17-1 8). However, Zechariah 9:6 may provide an import­
ant clue, as it refers to the mixed population of Ashdod, indicating 
mixed parentage (c£ vv. 3-6; T 1-3) . That is, any child born of a 
Hebrew-pagan marriage would be excluded to the tenth generation, 
which probably means for ever, as the number ten was a symbol of 
completeness  (Harman 1 996: 2 1 1 ) .  

3-6. No Ammonite or Moabite (both tribes of incestuous unions; 
Gen. l 9: 3 0-3 8) or any of his descendants down to the tenth generation 

68 .  Wright (1996: 245) takes this to mean while the father is still alive. 

69. Friedman (2001 :  6 3 5) takes this to mean that they may not marry an 

Israelite woman. 
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a polygamous context by blocking a son's inheritance of his father's 
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wives (2 1 : 1 5-17;  c£ Gen. 3 5 : 22; 49:3-4; 2 Sam. 1 6:22; l Kgs 2:22-
2 5 ) . 68 

23:1-8. The next four apodictic (absolute) laws have in common 
the refrain enter, with the first three negative in form, may not enter 
(lo'yabo) (2 p ,  2, 3 [ET]),  and the fourth positive, may enter (2 3 :8) . 
Each also involves the the assemb!J (qahal) of the LORD as the 
covenant community of God. This particular phrase is found only 
here in the present chapter (vv. l-8), with its other usage relating to 
the day of the assemb!J, when the whole people of Israel gathered at 
Horeb to receive the Ten Commandments (4: 1 0; 5 : 2 2; 9: 1 0; ro:4; 
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in a more limited fashion with the exclusion of the following three 
groups of people. 
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excluded from the assembly, possibly on religious grounds (14: 1-2; 
cf. Lev. 2 1 : 5-8, esp. 1 7-20; 22 :24) . Also, this particular exclusion 

may have been related to the covenant identification of circumcision 
for males (Gen. 1 7:9-14), which would thus be circumvented by this 
situation (cf. ro: 1 6 ; 3 0:6) ,  including the Abrahamic promise of 
progeny ( 1 : r o-1 l;  r o:22; 28 :62) .69 Later this situation would change 
(c£ Isa. 5 6: 3-5 ;  Acts 8 :26-40) . 

2. The second prohibition refers to those from a forbidden mamage 
(mamzei') (cf. Zech. 9:6) .  The context might suggest either incestuous 
marriages (22 : 30; 2 3 : 3-6;  cf. Lev. 1 8 :6-20; 20: 1 0-21) or cult prosti­
tutes (23 : 17-1 8). However, Zechariah 9:6 may provide an import­
ant clue, as it refers to the mixed population of Ashdod, indicating 
mixed parentage (c£ vv. 3-6; T 1-3) . That is, any child born of a 
Hebrew-pagan marriage would be excluded to the tenth generation, 
which probably means for ever, as the number ten was a symbol of 
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3-6. No Ammonite or Moabite (both tribes of incestuous unions; 
Gen. l 9: 3 0-3 8) or any of his descendants down to the tenth generation 

68 .  Wright (1996: 245) takes this to mean while the father is still alive. 

69. Friedman (2001 :  6 3 5) takes this to mean that they may not marry an 

Israelite woman. 



244 D E l T E R 0 >; 0 .\f Y 

was to appear before the Lord in solemn assembly. This was because 
the Ammonites did not provide bread and water to the Israelites 
after they came out of Egypt (Deut. 2 : 26-30),  and the Moabites 
hired Balaam (note the Bab):lonian connections of v. 4b) to 
pronounce curses on them (Kum. 2 2  - 24; cf. Gen. 1 2: 3 ) .  But the 
Lord reversed these curses into blessings, because the Lord loves you 
(cf. T7, 1 2-16) .  With such people (v. 6; cf. T 1-3) Israel was never to 
seek a covenant of peace (Num. 2 5 : 1 2; Isa. 5 4: 1 0; Ezek. 37:26) or good 
will (1 Sam. 2Ho; 2 Sam. 2:6; T28) .  

7-8. As distinct from the first three groups, the claims of  kinship 
(Edomites; cf. Amos 1 : 1 1-1 2; Obad. r o  from eighth-seventh 
centuries BC) and hospitality (Egyptians) allowed the grandchildren 
of resident aliens from these nationalities to be included in the 
covenant community. The Israelites' attitude to the Egyptians (v. 7) 
was governed by the fact that they themselves had lived as aliens in 
Egypt, recalling especially the earlier period of their settlement there 
when they had been shown generous hospitality by the Egyptians. 
After three generations (v. 8), those within these groups who­
believed and were committed to the covenant could enter the 
assembly of the Lord (cf. Isa. 5 6: 1-8) . 

9-14. The opening words When you go out/ are encamped . . .  (v. 9) 
link this passage with the basic rules for warfare in 20: 1-20. Here the 
concern is not just of a physical nature, but involves issues of ritual 
purity, with the words keep awqy from everything impure (lit. 'evil', Heb. 
ra', v. 9; cf. Num. 5 : 1-4) . 

ro-r r .  The first example probably refers to any kind of 
nocturnal emission, whether urine or semen (cf. Lev. l 5 : 1 6-r 8 ;  22 :4; 
l Sam. 2 1 : 1-6) . In this case, the man is to go outside the camp and 
stay there until evening approaches, when, after ritual washing, he 
may return. 

r2-r4. The next example has to do with a different form of emis­
sion, namely defecation. The Hebrew word for place is simply 'hand' 
(yad) (which might indicate a 'place' or 'pointer' such as we use 
today) . The word outside the camp is mentioned three times in verses 
1 2-13  [ET] for emphasis. In this case, a hole has to be dug in order 
for the excrement to be buried, implying a degree of holiness even 
in the camp's vicinity. The rationale for this practice is that the LORD 

your God moves about (mithallek) in your camp (cf. Eden at Gen. 3 : 8) to 
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protect you and to deliver your enemies to you (Lev. 26: l 2-1 3 ;  cf. 
�um. r o: 3 5 ) .  But even more important, the camp must be holy, 
because the Lord himself is ho/y (T6; cf. Lev. 1 9: 1-2;Josh. 24: 1 9) .  An 
indecent thing ('envat dabar; v. 14b; literally 'nakedness  of a thing') 
refers broadly to a matter of shameful behaviour (see Gen. 9 :22-2 3 ;  
cf. Exod. 20:26) . At stake here is any act o f  'indecency' that might be 
practised by God's covenant people within his holy presence. This 
can only offend the Lord and cause him to turn away from them. 

r 5-16. On first impressions, this law appears to have little or 
nothing to do with the overall theme of 22:9 - 2 3: l 8 on laws of sexu­
ality and purity. But connections of a literary kind can be made with 
verses l 3-14 (e.g. sit outside / sit in your midst, deliver / take refuge, and 
amongyou) . Further, this law may be regarded as a trailer, as found in 
other oriental collections, such as the laws of Hammurabi, anticipating 
the property laws in 2 3 :  l 9 - 24:7 (esp. 24:7) . 7° Following the topic of 
military campaigns (vv. 9-14), the plight of foreign slaves may have 
arisen in the light of this context more than at any other period. But 
whatever the particular situation, three things are specified about 
them. First, while international treaties often required the return of 
fugitive slaves,71 Israel was not to follow this practice. To do so would 
imply that she was in a covenant relationship with foreign nations (cf. 
7:2b; 2 3 :6). Secondly, the foreign slave is permitted to imitate Yahweh 
in the free choice of a place (as in the law of centralization), and should 
live fully integrated in Israel's midst (amongyou) just as Yahweh does (cf. 
6: 1 5 ; T21 ;  Hamilton 1 992: l 1 7-1 2 1) .  Thirdly, such a slave was not to 
be oppressed (yanlij in any way. This may be deliberately recalling Israel's 
treatment of the alien (Exod. 22 :21  [ET]) ,  and also her own former 
status as aliens and oppressed slaves in Egypt.72 

70. Although Merrill (1 994: 3 1 2) regards vv. 1 5-16 as well as vv. 1 7-1 8 as a 

combined transition to 2 3 : 1 9  - 24:7 on the theme of 'stealing'. 

7 1 .  See the Code of Hammurabi Oaws 1 5-20) ANET, pp 166-1 67. Also see 

ANET, pp. 200-204. 

72. Merrill (1994: 3 1 2) observes that just as Israel was never to be returned 

to her Egyptian overlord, so the verb oppress (yana) may here suggest 

returning an escapee to his master and therefore to a former state of 

bondage. 
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(yad) (which might indicate a 'place' or 'pointer' such as we use 
today) . The word outside the camp is mentioned three times in verses 
1 2-13  [ET] for emphasis. In this case, a hole has to be dug in order 
for the excrement to be buried, implying a degree of holiness even 
in the camp's vicinity. The rationale for this practice is that the LORD 

your God moves about (mithallek) in your camp (cf. Eden at Gen. 3 : 8) to 

D E l T E R 0 '> 0 \[ Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : 6 8 245 

protect you and to deliver your enemies to you (Lev. 26: l 2-1 3 ;  cf. 
�um. r o: 3 5 ) .  But even more important, the camp must be holy, 
because the Lord himself is ho/y (T6; cf. Lev. 1 9: 1-2;Josh. 24: 1 9) .  An 
indecent thing ('envat dabar; v. 14b; literally 'nakedness  of a thing') 
refers broadly to a matter of shameful behaviour (see Gen. 9 :22-2 3 ;  
cf. Exod. 20:26) . At stake here is any act o f  'indecency' that might be 
practised by God's covenant people within his holy presence. This 
can only offend the Lord and cause him to turn away from them. 

r 5-16. On first impressions, this law appears to have little or 
nothing to do with the overall theme of 22:9 - 2 3: l 8 on laws of sexu­
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whatever the particular situation, three things are specified about 
them. First, while international treaties often required the return of 
fugitive slaves,71 Israel was not to follow this practice. To do so would 
imply that she was in a covenant relationship with foreign nations (cf. 
7:2b; 2 3 :6). Secondly, the foreign slave is permitted to imitate Yahweh 
in the free choice of a place (as in the law of centralization), and should 
live fully integrated in Israel's midst (amongyou) just as Yahweh does (cf. 
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be oppressed (yanlij in any way. This may be deliberately recalling Israel's 
treatment of the alien (Exod. 22 :21  [ET]) ,  and also her own former 
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17-18. Israel's law against prostitution (Lev� l 9:29) now prohibits 

this practice within the context of worship, as well as linking sexu­

alitv with deitv. The words used in verse 1 7  for temple prostitute (:-;rv) . . 
are both related to the word ho/y (for female and male respectively; 
cf. 22: 5) .  It is generally thought that these people were involved in 

some form of fertility ritual, designed to secure plenty in the sphere 
of farnily, herds and flocks. A better case can be made here for the 
presence of sacred prostitution both in Israel and in the Ancient 
Near East, in which prostitutes may be employed by the shrine or 
temple as a means of raising funds (\Xlalton and Matthews l 997: 
2 5 5) .  Here, the motivation for such activity (v. l 8) appears to have 
been the fulfilment of a vow, possibly as a form of popular religion 
(Prov. 7: 1 0-20; cf. l Kgs 14:24; l p 2; 22 :46 [ET] ; 2 Kgs 23 :7) . The 

Hebrew word for male prostitute (Nrv) in verse l 8 is the derogatory 
expression for 'dog' (keleb) . This could refer either to a 'devoted 
follower' in the service of a pagan god (cf. ANET, p. 322), or to 
the price in exchange for a vow promising a dog to the temple, since 
a canine could not be sacrificed. Finally, the point of the text is that 
both male and female prostitutes and the offerings made from their 
earnings are detestable (t6'ebr1) to the Lord (v. l 8).73 The different terms 
used are possibly playing on the distinction between two levels of 
gendered sacred prostitutes (cf. Gen. 3 8 : 1-2 1) ,  in line with a similar 
twofold gendered format link to 22 : 5  (cross-boundary dressing) . 

Meaning 
The misuse of sex in 22:9 - 2 3 :  l 8 is seen as highly polluting, and its 
prohibition may be viewed as an extension of the seventh 

commandment (5 : 1 8) .  The section opens with laws about unholy 
mixtures (12:9- 1 2) ,  which thereby fittingly introduce unholy 
mixtures of a sexual kind (22 : 1 3-30) .  The severity of penalties 
(death by stoning) for sexual sins underlines the great importance 
placed upon the sacredness of marriage within Israel, as this relates 
to kinship, progeny and inheritance, as well as Israel's standing 

73 .  Friedman (2001 :  638) takes v. 1 9  to mean vowing an amount to the 

temple that is known to be the going rate for a prostitute. But it is better 

to see v. 19 as the earnings of both male and female prostitutes. 
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before Yahweh as a holy people. Surprisingly, those who may or may 

not enter the assembly of the Lord are not restricted to Israel ( 2 3 :  3-
8) ,  and Israelites can be excluded on the basis of certain ritual 
(sexual) impurities (2 3 : 1-2; cf. 14: 1-2) . The assembly of the 
covenant people is ultimately a spiritual community, determined by 
conditions which largely prevailed during the exodus and wilder­
ness periods. It also takes into account the promise to Abraham: I 
1vill bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse (Gen. l 2: 3) . 
Finally, ritual purity of a sexual kind should even govern warfare, 
because the Lord moves about in the camp (2 3 :9-14), and should 
also direct how Israel are to worship him, because the Lord is 
present in his sanctuary (2 3 : 1 7-1 8) .  

vii. No stealing or exploitation at any level (2J."I9 - 24.7,- if. f."I9) 

Context 
These laws apply the eighth commandment, You shall not steal (p9) ,  
to a range of ancient problems. The theft of property is implied by 
lending at interest (23 : 1 9-20), failing to honour vows (23 : 2 1-23), 
and abuse of generosity (2 3 : 24-25) .  Then the theft of 'life' is 
suggested by the law on divorce and remarriage (24: 1-4) , and the 
prohibition of sending a recently married man to war (24: 5) ,  
connected metaphorically to the pair of millstones which were not 
to be taken as security for a debt (24:6). Finally, there is the theft of 
physical life in terms of kidnapping a brother Israelite (24:7; 
Kaufman 1 979: 140). 

Comment 
19-20. The Old Testament laws relating to interest taking (lit. 

'biting'; cf. 'dog' at v. l 8) are unique in the Ancient Near Eastern 

world. Furthermore, Deuteronomy's law supersedes even that of 
earlier Pentateuchal laws (cf. Exod. 22 :2 5-27; Lev. 2 H 6-37) by 

relating this to monry or food or mrything else. In other nations, interest 
might be levied on money and goods at rates of between 20% and 
50%. Here, it is not the poor who are specifically targeted, but the 
brother Israelite in general. However, the foreigner whose interests 
would be mainly commercial may be charged interest. This law 
appears to pick up the intent and spirit of l 5 :  l-1 l at two levels. 



D E C T E R 0 ::-.; Cl "'f Y 

17-18. Israel's law against prostitution (Lev� l 9:29) now prohibits 

this practice within the context of worship, as well as linking sexu­

alitv with deitv. The words used in verse 1 7  for temple prostitute (:-;rv) . . 
are both related to the word ho/y (for female and male respectively; 
cf. 22: 5) .  It is generally thought that these people were involved in 

some form of fertility ritual, designed to secure plenty in the sphere 
of farnily, herds and flocks. A better case can be made here for the 
presence of sacred prostitution both in Israel and in the Ancient 
Near East, in which prostitutes may be employed by the shrine or 
temple as a means of raising funds (\Xlalton and Matthews l 997: 
2 5 5) .  Here, the motivation for such activity (v. l 8) appears to have 
been the fulfilment of a vow, possibly as a form of popular religion 
(Prov. 7: 1 0-20; cf. l Kgs 14:24; l p 2; 22 :46 [ET] ; 2 Kgs 23 :7) . The 

Hebrew word for male prostitute (Nrv) in verse l 8 is the derogatory 
expression for 'dog' (keleb) . This could refer either to a 'devoted 
follower' in the service of a pagan god (cf. ANET, p. 322), or to 
the price in exchange for a vow promising a dog to the temple, since 
a canine could not be sacrificed. Finally, the point of the text is that 
both male and female prostitutes and the offerings made from their 
earnings are detestable (t6'ebr1) to the Lord (v. l 8).73 The different terms 
used are possibly playing on the distinction between two levels of 
gendered sacred prostitutes (cf. Gen. 3 8 : 1-2 1) ,  in line with a similar 
twofold gendered format link to 22 : 5  (cross-boundary dressing) . 

Meaning 
The misuse of sex in 22:9 - 2 3 :  l 8 is seen as highly polluting, and its 
prohibition may be viewed as an extension of the seventh 

commandment (5 : 1 8) .  The section opens with laws about unholy 
mixtures (12:9- 1 2) ,  which thereby fittingly introduce unholy 
mixtures of a sexual kind (22 : 1 3-30) .  The severity of penalties 
(death by stoning) for sexual sins underlines the great importance 
placed upon the sacredness of marriage within Israel, as this relates 
to kinship, progeny and inheritance, as well as Israel's standing 

73 .  Friedman (2001 :  638) takes v. 1 9  to mean vowing an amount to the 

temple that is known to be the going rate for a prostitute. But it is better 

to see v. 19 as the earnings of both male and female prostitutes. 

D E C T E R O ::-.: O �! Y  4 : 4 4  - 2 8 : 6 8  247 

before Yahweh as a holy people. Surprisingly, those who may or may 

not enter the assembly of the Lord are not restricted to Israel ( 2 3 :  3-
8) ,  and Israelites can be excluded on the basis of certain ritual 
(sexual) impurities (2 3 : 1-2; cf. 14: 1-2) . The assembly of the 
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prohibition of sending a recently married man to war (24: 5) ,  
connected metaphorically to the pair of millstones which were not 
to be taken as security for a debt (24:6). Finally, there is the theft of 
physical life in terms of kidnapping a brother Israelite (24:7; 
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( l) As far as the material necessities of life are concerned, people 
should live with the interests of others in mind, even at personal 
cost (cf. Phil. 2:4, 1 9-30; Rom. 1 3 : 8-10) .  (2) The ban on interest 
taking (seven times in "'� 1 9-20) corresponds to the appeal not to 
withhold a loan from the needy, even when it is unlikely that the 
capital will be recovered ( l 5 :9) . Finally, the attendant blessing 
(2 3 : 2ob) is virtually the same as at l 5 : 10 .  The Lord will continue 
to bless and provide for those who have learned to share the 
abundance of the land with their brothers, so that none suffer 
deprivation. 

21-23 .  The vow (neder; cf. v. 1 8) was linked to other forms of 
offerings made to the Lord (Lev. 7 = 1 6-17; 22 : 17-3 3) .  Deuteronomy 
carries forward this concept as it relates to worship at the central 
sanctuary (Deut. 1 2:6, l 1 ,  17 ,  26; cf. Pss 50: 14; 66:1 3-1 5 ;  1 1 6 : 1 6-19) .  
The term is  first recorded with reference to Jacob at  Bethel (Gen. 
28 :20-2 1 ;  cf. Deut. 26: 1-1 5 ) .  Vows, by virtue of their voluntary 
nature, did not have to be made, and people who did not make them 
were not considered guilty (v. 2 2) . But the framing verses (vv. 21  and 
23)  point out that once vows had been made, they were binding. 
Further, they must surely be carried out wiLhout unnecessary delay, 
because such a vow was made to the LORD your God (cf Num. 30:2-
1 7  for some of the practicalities involved; also see Eccl. 5 :4-7) . It 
was considered a sin not to carry out a vow (v. 2 1b) ,  and the Lord 
would certainly demand it of his people (c£ Judg. 1 q o-40) . 

24-25. Just as the brother Israelite was not to be exploited at verses 
1 9-20, so the tables are now turned here in favour of landowners 
who were to be protected from unfair exploitation by the commu­
nity (,you sing.) . However, while property rights were to be respected, 
a traveller in genuine need was permitted to gather food from the 
vineyard or field (cf. 24: 1 9-22) . But a limitation is here placed upon 
this activity, in that nothing could be taken away in a basket, or 
reaped with a sickle. This would constitute an abuse of privilege 
and an act of theft (cf. Matt. 1 2: 1-8). 

24:1-4. This is not a general law permitting divorce or setting 
forth grounds for it, but simply takes the practice of divorce for 
granted (cf 22: 1 9, 29) . The case is therefore a special one, framed in 
a casuistic fashion (as an 'if' or hypothetical situation) . The first 
three verses are the protasis ('if' section), describing a situation of 
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successive marriages that have terminated. Then verse 4 contains 
the apodosis ('then' section) which supplies the consequence to 
verses 1-3, and brings the law to a conclusion.'4 

r. Within the first marriage, the ground given for divorce is some­
thing indecent ('envat dabar; see commentary on 2 3 : 14b; cf. 2 5 : 1 1-13)  
the man finds about his wife. This does not apply to adultery, which 
was punished by death (22 :22) .  Since this law is mainly concerned 
with what happens after a divorce, it does not specify the actual 
details of the grounds for divorce. The written certificate of divorce 
(seper kerftu� was a wise provision to safeguard the woman's rights 
(lit. to be given 'into her hand') , thereby giving her legal protection 
and security to marry again. But the man's action may have also 
exempted him from any requirement to restore money received 
from her family at the time of marriage. 75 Or the issue may have 
involved a case of false accusation, whereby the husband acquires his 
wife's forfeited bride-price and the bride-price she would bring from 
her second marriage (Westbrook 1 9 86 :  3 87-40 5) .  Understood in 
this way, the verse also acts as a trailer for the section on false 
witness that begins in 24:8 .  

2-3. The second divorce i s  passed over quicklv althouo-h the , ,  b 
word dislike/ hates (fane') is the same verb used of the man who 
makes an unjustified accusation against his wife at 22 :  1 3  and 1 6  (see 
previous comments) . But the scenario of the second husband also 
possibly 'dying' would leave the woman as a widow (v. 3 b). In either 
case, she would be free to remarry without committing adultery. 
Thus, the legal position of the woman is established as a prelude to 
the final decision to be made in verse 4. 

4. The final judgment made here places a limitation on the first 
husband, who may not remarry the woman. She is now clearly out 
of bounds to the first husband (cf. Jer. 3 : 1-5) ,  and the reason given 
here is that she has been declared defiled (McConville 2002: 3 5 9). For 

74· See Warren (1998 :  39-5 6) for a different construction of the protasis/ 

apodosis in this section. 

75 .  See Code of Hammurabi 0aw 142) ANET, p. 172, which speaks of the 

woman taking the initiative in leaving her husband without cause, and 

also taking her dowry with her back to her father's house. 
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( l) As far as the material necessities of life are concerned, people 
should live with the interests of others in mind, even at personal 
cost (cf. Phil. 2:4, 1 9-30; Rom. 1 3 : 8-10) .  (2) The ban on interest 
taking (seven times in "'� 1 9-20) corresponds to the appeal not to 
withhold a loan from the needy, even when it is unlikely that the 
capital will be recovered ( l 5 :9) . Finally, the attendant blessing 
(2 3 : 2ob) is virtually the same as at l 5 : 10 .  The Lord will continue 
to bless and provide for those who have learned to share the 
abundance of the land with their brothers, so that none suffer 
deprivation. 

21-23 .  The vow (neder; cf. v. 1 8) was linked to other forms of 
offerings made to the Lord (Lev. 7 = 1 6-17; 22 : 17-3 3) .  Deuteronomy 
carries forward this concept as it relates to worship at the central 
sanctuary (Deut. 1 2:6, l 1 ,  17 ,  26; cf. Pss 50: 14; 66:1 3-1 5 ;  1 1 6 : 1 6-19) .  
The term is  first recorded with reference to Jacob at  Bethel (Gen. 
28 :20-2 1 ;  cf. Deut. 26: 1-1 5 ) .  Vows, by virtue of their voluntary 
nature, did not have to be made, and people who did not make them 
were not considered guilty (v. 2 2) . But the framing verses (vv. 21  and 
23)  point out that once vows had been made, they were binding. 
Further, they must surely be carried out wiLhout unnecessary delay, 
because such a vow was made to the LORD your God (cf Num. 30:2-
1 7  for some of the practicalities involved; also see Eccl. 5 :4-7) . It 
was considered a sin not to carry out a vow (v. 2 1b) ,  and the Lord 
would certainly demand it of his people (c£ Judg. 1 q o-40) . 

24-25. Just as the brother Israelite was not to be exploited at verses 
1 9-20, so the tables are now turned here in favour of landowners 
who were to be protected from unfair exploitation by the commu­
nity (,you sing.) . However, while property rights were to be respected, 
a traveller in genuine need was permitted to gather food from the 
vineyard or field (cf. 24: 1 9-22) . But a limitation is here placed upon 
this activity, in that nothing could be taken away in a basket, or 
reaped with a sickle. This would constitute an abuse of privilege 
and an act of theft (cf. Matt. 1 2: 1-8). 

24:1-4. This is not a general law permitting divorce or setting 
forth grounds for it, but simply takes the practice of divorce for 
granted (cf 22: 1 9, 29) . The case is therefore a special one, framed in 
a casuistic fashion (as an 'if' or hypothetical situation) . The first 
three verses are the protasis ('if' section), describing a situation of 

D F C T E R 0 '.; 0 :I! Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : G 8 

successive marriages that have terminated. Then verse 4 contains 
the apodosis ('then' section) which supplies the consequence to 
verses 1-3, and brings the law to a conclusion.'4 

r. Within the first marriage, the ground given for divorce is some­
thing indecent ('envat dabar; see commentary on 2 3 : 14b; cf. 2 5 : 1 1-13)  
the man finds about his wife. This does not apply to adultery, which 
was punished by death (22 :22) .  Since this law is mainly concerned 
with what happens after a divorce, it does not specify the actual 
details of the grounds for divorce. The written certificate of divorce 
(seper kerftu� was a wise provision to safeguard the woman's rights 
(lit. to be given 'into her hand') , thereby giving her legal protection 
and security to marry again. But the man's action may have also 
exempted him from any requirement to restore money received 
from her family at the time of marriage. 75 Or the issue may have 
involved a case of false accusation, whereby the husband acquires his 
wife's forfeited bride-price and the bride-price she would bring from 
her second marriage (Westbrook 1 9 86 :  3 87-40 5) .  Understood in 
this way, the verse also acts as a trailer for the section on false 
witness that begins in 24:8 .  

2-3. The second divorce i s  passed over quicklv althouo-h the , ,  b 
word dislike/ hates (fane') is the same verb used of the man who 
makes an unjustified accusation against his wife at 22 :  1 3  and 1 6  (see 
previous comments) . But the scenario of the second husband also 
possibly 'dying' would leave the woman as a widow (v. 3 b). In either 
case, she would be free to remarry without committing adultery. 
Thus, the legal position of the woman is established as a prelude to 
the final decision to be made in verse 4. 

4. The final judgment made here places a limitation on the first 
husband, who may not remarry the woman. She is now clearly out 
of bounds to the first husband (cf. Jer. 3 : 1-5) ,  and the reason given 
here is that she has been declared defiled (McConville 2002: 3 5 9). For 

74· See Warren (1998 :  39-5 6) for a different construction of the protasis/ 

apodosis in this section. 

75 .  See Code of Hammurabi 0aw 142) ANET, p. 172, which speaks of the 

woman taking the initiative in leaving her husband without cause, and 

also taking her dowry with her back to her father's house. 
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the man to take this woman back as his wife, after declaring her 
defiled and forcing her into the second marriage, would be detestable 
(to'ebd; cf. 2 3 :  l 8) before the Lord, and would also defile the land 
given to Israel as an inheritance O\{att. 5 : 3 l-32; 1 9 : 1-1 2; cf. Matt. 
1 : 1 8-25) .  

5 .  This law should belong with the exemptions from military 
service at 20: 5-8, but its presence here is clearly supported by the 
previous law. Now follows a law on the maintenance of marriage as 
the mainstay of Israelite society. Earlier, exemption from army 
service was granted for a betrothed man (20:7) , and this law is 
intended to guard a newly married couple for one year against the 
premature death of the husband, and to bring happiness to the wife 
he has married (cf. Prov. 5 : I 8) .  Economic tensions could also arise 
on the death of a young man who was childless (c£ 2 5 : 5-ro) .  The 
one-year period would help to ensure the happiness and security of 
the wife, as well as to facilitate starting a family. 

6. It was common practice to take 'pledges' as securities on loans, 
both in Israel and in the Ancient Near Eastern world (cf. I p-3),­
This apodictic-style law was designed to protect the poor man from 
surrendering his family's livelihood and life itself (lit. 'that would be 
taking a life in pledge') . The ancient mill consisted of two stones 
used for making daily bread. A lower channelled stone remained 
stationary, while the upper millstone (rekeb; lit. 'rider') moved over 
the top of it.76 This law ties in with verses I o-l 3 and verse r 7, and 
has a thematic link with the law prohibiting interest-taking (23 : I 9-
20; cf. Exod. 22:25-27) . Here human survival takes precedence over 
a creditor's rights. 

7. This law appropriately concludes the eighth commandment 
on stealing. The word used for kidnapping is literally steal, found else­
where only at 5 :  I 9. Of all forms of theft, the stealing of a brother 
Israelite for purposes of slavery or selling was the most oppressive 
and degrading (cf. 7:6-8), and all the more so if this involved 
enslavement to a foreign land, depriving the victim of the benefits 
of belonging to the covenant community (cf. 2 I : I4; also see the 

76. It is also interesting to note that the sexual imagery of the two 

preceeding laws lingers here. See Kaufman (1978/9: 140) . 
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reverse at 2 3 : 1  5 ) .  This most serious form of stealing a life (nepef; 
providing a catchword with v. 6) from his brothers required the 
death penalty (Exod. 2 I : I 6) .  In this manner, such evil was to be 
purged from Israel (cf. 22 :2 I ,  22, 24) . 

Meaning 
The exposition of the eighth commandment against 'stealing' is 
applied in 2 3 : I 9  - 24:7 to a range of ancient problems (also see 
commentary on 5 : I 9) .  These laws draw attention to the value and 
dignity placed upon human life in terms of the family and the indi­
vidual, as the covenant people of Yahweh living as brother Israelites 
within the land of their inheritance (24:4) .  At the centre of these 
laws is the focus on marriage, the core value of Israelite society. 
There is need for protection in divorce proceedings for women who 
could be robbed of security (24: I-4) , as well as protection for a 
newly married couple who could be deprived of family and security 
because of war (24: 5 ) .  These laws cover different classes of people 
and situations within the covenant community, and they were 
anchored in the holy character and promises of God in terms of 
worship (2 3 :2I-23), and with regard to the gift and blessings of the 
land they were about to inherit (23 : I 9-20; 24:4, 7) . Finally, they were 
designed to resist and defy the notion of slavery within the land 
(McConville 2002: 3 64) .  Israel must always remember that they were 
rescued from Egypt, the land of slavery, and therefore to inflict any of 
these forms of theft on one another within the Promised Land was 
tantamount to returning to the land of slavery and death (cf. T6-8).  

viii: Ten laws relating to false witness (24:8 - 25:4; if. 5:20) 

Context 
According to Kaufman (1978 :  I4l) ,  this section corresponds to the 
ninth commandment, prohibiting false witness ( 5  :20 ) , which is inter­
preted as thinking and acting fair!J towards the possessions and 
dignity of others, including the convicted criminal (2p-3) and 
domestic animals (2 5 :4) .  Therefore, attention is drawn to matters 
of justice, impartiality and false witness. The following series of ten 
laws follows a traditionally defined gradation of levels of society. 
These include: the priestly Levites (24: 8-9), any debtor (vv. IO-I l) ,  
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the man to take this woman back as his wife, after declaring her 
defiled and forcing her into the second marriage, would be detestable 
(to'ebd; cf. 2 3 :  l 8) before the Lord, and would also defile the land 
given to Israel as an inheritance O\{att. 5 : 3 l-32; 1 9 : 1-1 2; cf. Matt. 
1 : 1 8-25) .  

5 .  This law should belong with the exemptions from military 
service at 20: 5-8, but its presence here is clearly supported by the 
previous law. Now follows a law on the maintenance of marriage as 
the mainstay of Israelite society. Earlier, exemption from army 
service was granted for a betrothed man (20:7) , and this law is 
intended to guard a newly married couple for one year against the 
premature death of the husband, and to bring happiness to the wife 
he has married (cf. Prov. 5 : I 8) .  Economic tensions could also arise 
on the death of a young man who was childless (c£ 2 5 : 5-ro) .  The 
one-year period would help to ensure the happiness and security of 
the wife, as well as to facilitate starting a family. 

6. It was common practice to take 'pledges' as securities on loans, 
both in Israel and in the Ancient Near Eastern world (cf. I p-3),­
This apodictic-style law was designed to protect the poor man from 
surrendering his family's livelihood and life itself (lit. 'that would be 
taking a life in pledge') . The ancient mill consisted of two stones 
used for making daily bread. A lower channelled stone remained 
stationary, while the upper millstone (rekeb; lit. 'rider') moved over 
the top of it.76 This law ties in with verses I o-l 3 and verse r 7, and 
has a thematic link with the law prohibiting interest-taking (23 : I 9-
20; cf. Exod. 22:25-27) . Here human survival takes precedence over 
a creditor's rights. 

7. This law appropriately concludes the eighth commandment 
on stealing. The word used for kidnapping is literally steal, found else­
where only at 5 :  I 9. Of all forms of theft, the stealing of a brother 
Israelite for purposes of slavery or selling was the most oppressive 
and degrading (cf. 7:6-8), and all the more so if this involved 
enslavement to a foreign land, depriving the victim of the benefits 
of belonging to the covenant community (cf. 2 I : I4; also see the 

76. It is also interesting to note that the sexual imagery of the two 

preceeding laws lingers here. See Kaufman (1978/9: 140) . 
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reverse at 2 3 : 1  5 ) .  This most serious form of stealing a life (nepef; 
providing a catchword with v. 6) from his brothers required the 
death penalty (Exod. 2 I : I 6) .  In this manner, such evil was to be 
purged from Israel (cf. 22 :2 I ,  22, 24) . 

Meaning 
The exposition of the eighth commandment against 'stealing' is 
applied in 2 3 : I 9  - 24:7 to a range of ancient problems (also see 
commentary on 5 : I 9) .  These laws draw attention to the value and 
dignity placed upon human life in terms of the family and the indi­
vidual, as the covenant people of Yahweh living as brother Israelites 
within the land of their inheritance (24:4) .  At the centre of these 
laws is the focus on marriage, the core value of Israelite society. 
There is need for protection in divorce proceedings for women who 
could be robbed of security (24: I-4) , as well as protection for a 
newly married couple who could be deprived of family and security 
because of war (24: 5 ) .  These laws cover different classes of people 
and situations within the covenant community, and they were 
anchored in the holy character and promises of God in terms of 
worship (2 3 :2I-23), and with regard to the gift and blessings of the 
land they were about to inherit (23 : I 9-20; 24:4, 7) . Finally, they were 
designed to resist and defy the notion of slavery within the land 
(McConville 2002: 3 64) .  Israel must always remember that they were 
rescued from Egypt, the land of slavery, and therefore to inflict any of 
these forms of theft on one another within the Promised Land was 
tantamount to returning to the land of slavery and death (cf. T6-8).  

viii: Ten laws relating to false witness (24:8 - 25:4; if. 5:20) 

Context 
According to Kaufman (1978 :  I4l) ,  this section corresponds to the 
ninth commandment, prohibiting false witness ( 5  :20 ) , which is inter­
preted as thinking and acting fair!J towards the possessions and 
dignity of others, including the convicted criminal (2p-3) and 
domestic animals (2 5 :4) .  Therefore, attention is drawn to matters 
of justice, impartiality and false witness. The following series of ten 
laws follows a traditionally defined gradation of levels of society. 
These include: the priestly Levites (24: 8-9), any debtor (vv. IO-I l) ,  
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a poor debtor (Yv. I 2-1 3) ,  poor labourers (v..-. 14-I 5 ) ,  children and 
parents (vv; I 6) ,  the resident alien, orphan and widow (v'>: I 7-22) , 
criminals (2p-3), and even an ox (25 :4). 

Comment 
8-9. These verses form a concentric bracket with verse I 8 

(command . . .  to do / remember / remember / command . . .  to do) sur­
rounding verses I o-I7 as a topical unit (cf. Ezek. I 8 : 5-20) . The first 
law in the series (24:8) seems out of place with its reference to lepro!Y 
(or some kind of skin disease; cf Lev I 3  - I4) ·  What does this have 
to do with false witness? The answer becomes clearer in verse 9 with 
the reference to Miriam (cf. N"um. I 2: I o-I 5 ) ,  who spoke unjustifi­
ably against Moses because of his Cushite wife (Num. I 2: I ) ,  even though 
he was the legitimate leader of God's people. It becomes apparent 
that their real complaint was that they did not share the unique role 
of leadership that God had given to Moses (Num. I 2: I-2, 5-8) . 
Thus, Miriam suffered the skin disease of leprosy as punishment 
for bearing false witness against Moses (Kaufman I 978 :  I4I-I42). 
Further, the Israelites must obey all that the priestly Levites, as the 
true successors of Moses, teach them (cf I T9-I I ;  27:9-26; 3 r :9-r3 ;  
3 3 : 1 0) .  This is what ultimately excludes, and not the skin disease 
itself (J\1cConville 2002:  3 6 I) .77 

ro-13 . Picking up on the previous commandment about what 
may or may not be regarded as security on a pledge (24:6) , this law 
reflects further on items taken as security on loans (Exod. 22:26-27). 
Here it is assumed that pledges given by the poor are in order, but 
with the important provision that the dignity, privacy and worth of 
the debtor are respected by not going into his house to get what he 
is offering as a pledge. His home is a sacred space, a boundary that 
is not to be transgressed (cf 22:2I) .  This might suggest that some 
creditors used oppression and force in settling loans. However, the 
man himself had to select the item he would give as a pledge and 
bring it out to the creditor (vv. I O-I  I ) .  But in the sub-case which 

77. Olson (1 994: 109) adds: 'Disobedience of the torah taught by the Levites 

will be counted as "bearing false witness", and the resulting punishment 

of disease and exile will be Israel's fate.' 
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follows (vv. I 2-I 3) ,  the issue moves away from the neighbour's 
house, to the poor man's cloak. As a pledge, the cloak was to be 
handed over to the creditor (contrast vv: 6 and I 7) ,  with the prm-iso 
that it was not to be kept overnight, but was to be returned at sunset 
(cf. 2 I : 2 3) ,  so that he may sleep in it (cf. Amos 2 :8 ; Job 22:6) .  This 
would have the powerful effect of reminding the poor man of his 
debt, but observing this provision would also bring thanks from the 
debtor (no doubt a strong motivation to repay the loan) . 
Furthermore, it would be regarded as a righteous act (fedaqa, ;-..;rv; 
better than �RSV's 'to your credit') before the Lord (6 : 2 5 ;  9:4-6) . 

14-15 .  These verses are related to the previous law in terms of 
the sun going down and the appeal of the oppressed to Yahweh. 
The hired worker (fakfi') was especially vulnerable, because he was 
landless and only temporarily employed. Such a man, whether a 
fellow Israelite brother ( 'ab) or a resident alien (ger) , was not to be 
oppressed through robbery or fraud ( 'afaq; cf. Lev. I 9: 1 3) ,  and his 
wages must be paid promptly before sunset because he is poor and 
his life depends upon it (lit. 'he lifts up his soul on it'; cf. v. 6) . There 
is a double motivation here in terms of human compassion, and the 
reverse of verse I 3 in terms of lament and appeal to God, thereby 
making the landlord guilty of sin (cf. Exod. 22:27b [ET] ; Jas 5 :4) . 

16. The placement of this verse here is intriguing. It is linked to 
the previous law by the word sin, but in this context sin is probably 
associated with legal offences or crimes. This is supported by the 
threefold passive formula (be put to death) , indicating authorized, 
formal execution. As such, it serves as a fundamental statement 
about the legal accountability of the individual in human courts 
(IT8-I I ;  I 9 : I  5 ;  2 5 : I-3 ; cf. 1 3 : I-I 8 ;  also Jer. 3 I : 29-30; Ezek. I 8 : I-
4, I 9-20). 

17-22. There is a good case for proposing that these laws should 
be taken together, even though they are divided in NIV. This may be 
seen on the basis of the phrase the alien, the fatherless and the widow (vv. 
I 7 and I 9), and the motivation for such behaviour: Remember that you 
were slaves in Egypt (vv. I 8 and 22) .  

17-18. This law i s  expressed in  simple apodictic (absolute) form 
and reflects the concern of Exodus 22 :2I-22 [ET] . The phrase, Do 
not deprive the alien or the fatherless of justice, extends to the entire section 
(vv. I 7-22) . The issue of justice (miipat) in verse I 7  applies to legal 
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a poor debtor (Yv. I 2-1 3) ,  poor labourers (v..-. 14-I 5 ) ,  children and 
parents (vv; I 6) ,  the resident alien, orphan and widow (v'>: I 7-22) , 
criminals (2p-3), and even an ox (25 :4). 

Comment 
8-9. These verses form a concentric bracket with verse I 8 

(command . . .  to do / remember / remember / command . . .  to do) sur­
rounding verses I o-I7 as a topical unit (cf. Ezek. I 8 : 5-20) . The first 
law in the series (24:8) seems out of place with its reference to lepro!Y 
(or some kind of skin disease; cf Lev I 3  - I4) ·  What does this have 
to do with false witness? The answer becomes clearer in verse 9 with 
the reference to Miriam (cf. N"um. I 2: I o-I 5 ) ,  who spoke unjustifi­
ably against Moses because of his Cushite wife (Num. I 2: I ) ,  even though 
he was the legitimate leader of God's people. It becomes apparent 
that their real complaint was that they did not share the unique role 
of leadership that God had given to Moses (Num. I 2: I-2, 5-8) . 
Thus, Miriam suffered the skin disease of leprosy as punishment 
for bearing false witness against Moses (Kaufman I 978 :  I4I-I42). 
Further, the Israelites must obey all that the priestly Levites, as the 
true successors of Moses, teach them (cf I T9-I I ;  27:9-26; 3 r :9-r3 ;  
3 3 : 1 0) .  This is what ultimately excludes, and not the skin disease 
itself (J\1cConville 2002:  3 6 I) .77 

ro-13 . Picking up on the previous commandment about what 
may or may not be regarded as security on a pledge (24:6) , this law 
reflects further on items taken as security on loans (Exod. 22:26-27). 
Here it is assumed that pledges given by the poor are in order, but 
with the important provision that the dignity, privacy and worth of 
the debtor are respected by not going into his house to get what he 
is offering as a pledge. His home is a sacred space, a boundary that 
is not to be transgressed (cf 22:2I) .  This might suggest that some 
creditors used oppression and force in settling loans. However, the 
man himself had to select the item he would give as a pledge and 
bring it out to the creditor (vv. I O-I  I ) .  But in the sub-case which 

77. Olson (1 994: 109) adds: 'Disobedience of the torah taught by the Levites 

will be counted as "bearing false witness", and the resulting punishment 

of disease and exile will be Israel's fate.' 
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follows (vv. I 2-I 3) ,  the issue moves away from the neighbour's 
house, to the poor man's cloak. As a pledge, the cloak was to be 
handed over to the creditor (contrast vv: 6 and I 7) ,  with the prm-iso 
that it was not to be kept overnight, but was to be returned at sunset 
(cf. 2 I : 2 3) ,  so that he may sleep in it (cf. Amos 2 :8 ; Job 22:6) .  This 
would have the powerful effect of reminding the poor man of his 
debt, but observing this provision would also bring thanks from the 
debtor (no doubt a strong motivation to repay the loan) . 
Furthermore, it would be regarded as a righteous act (fedaqa, ;-..;rv; 
better than �RSV's 'to your credit') before the Lord (6 : 2 5 ;  9:4-6) . 

14-15 .  These verses are related to the previous law in terms of 
the sun going down and the appeal of the oppressed to Yahweh. 
The hired worker (fakfi') was especially vulnerable, because he was 
landless and only temporarily employed. Such a man, whether a 
fellow Israelite brother ( 'ab) or a resident alien (ger) , was not to be 
oppressed through robbery or fraud ( 'afaq; cf. Lev. I 9: 1 3) ,  and his 
wages must be paid promptly before sunset because he is poor and 
his life depends upon it (lit. 'he lifts up his soul on it'; cf. v. 6) . There 
is a double motivation here in terms of human compassion, and the 
reverse of verse I 3 in terms of lament and appeal to God, thereby 
making the landlord guilty of sin (cf. Exod. 22:27b [ET] ; Jas 5 :4) . 

16. The placement of this verse here is intriguing. It is linked to 
the previous law by the word sin, but in this context sin is probably 
associated with legal offences or crimes. This is supported by the 
threefold passive formula (be put to death) , indicating authorized, 
formal execution. As such, it serves as a fundamental statement 
about the legal accountability of the individual in human courts 
(IT8-I I ;  I 9 : I  5 ;  2 5 : I-3 ; cf. 1 3 : I-I 8 ;  also Jer. 3 I : 29-30; Ezek. I 8 : I-
4, I 9-20). 

17-22. There is a good case for proposing that these laws should 
be taken together, even though they are divided in NIV. This may be 
seen on the basis of the phrase the alien, the fatherless and the widow (vv. 
I 7 and I 9), and the motivation for such behaviour: Remember that you 
were slaves in Egypt (vv. I 8 and 22) .  

17-18. This law i s  expressed in  simple apodictic (absolute) form 
and reflects the concern of Exodus 22 :2I-22 [ET] . The phrase, Do 
not deprive the alien or the fatherless of justice, extends to the entire section 
(vv. I 7-22) . The issue of justice (miipat) in verse I 7  applies to legal 
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justice and relates to the cause or rights of these marginai people 
being disregarded or judged unfairly ( 16 : 1 9; cf. Job 29: 1 2-17). 
Providing justice for this triad of the alien, fatherless and widow 
was recognized as a duty not only for kings (Ps. 72: 1-4, l 2-14), but 
for the whole of society (Deut. 10: 1 8-19;  esp. 27: 1 9; Exod. 22 :22; 
2 3 :6-9; Lev. 1 9 : 3 3 ;  Prov. 22 :22) .  In verse 1 7b, the topic of debt 
collateral continues from verses 6, 1 0-1 3 ,  but here it is specifically 
applied to the widow. Compared with the poor man of verses 1 2-
1 3 ,  whose cloak may be temporarily impounded but returned by 
sunset, the extreme nature of the widow's plight is one of total 
exemption. Verse 1 8  may be seen as the motivation for the entire 
section from verses 8-9. It is based upon Israel's own experience 
of slavery within Egypt, which must be now expressed in empathy 
for struggling and marginal groups within their midst (cf. v. 22) .  The 
particular emphasis upon the Lord redeeming (jJadd) you ('purchased 
you free') is itself a powerful theological statement with significant 
social justice implications (cf. 7 :8 ;  9 :26; l n  [ET] ; 1 5 : 1 5 ;  2 1 : 8 ;  24: 1 8) .  

19-22. These laws are directly related to verses 1 7-1 8 by  the re� 
appearance of the alien, the fatherless and the widow, mentioned three 
times in this section (vv. l 9, 20, 2 1  ) ,  and conclude with the reminder 
of Israel's slave status in Egypt (v. 2 2) .  A threefold command gives 
them a stake in the three typical crops of the land: the grain, the oil and 
the wine (cf. 7: 1 3) .  Similar laws are found elsewhere (Exod. 2 3 : 1 0-1 l ;  
Lev. 1 9:9-10; 2 3 :22) .  Further, the three laws in verses 1 9-22 are held 
together by a common structure: When you . . .  do not . . .  it shall be 
for . . .  ' (suggesting ownership). Therefore, the underlying idea of 
this law follows that of 2 3 : 24-25 [ET] . All members of the covenant 
community have rights to share in the blessings of the land, which 
is ultimately Yahweh's gift to the people as a whole. This suggests 
thatjustice (mifpat) at verse l 7 is broader than courtroom justice and 
includes a person's rights in general. Finally, the promise of blessing 
in return for respect for this principle recalls l 5 :  1 0  and 1 6: 1 5 ,  and 
obedience is motivated by the memory of slavery in Egypt. 

25 : 1-3. This case involving a private dispute (rib) between parties 
finally becomes a legal procedure like that of 1 9 : 1  5-2 1 ,  thus 
implying a case involving true and false witness. As such, it estab­
lishes a proper and equitable process for corporal punishment, as 
well as protection from possible excesses involving the court of 
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justice (mifpat; cf. 24: 17) .  Even criminals had rights that had to be 
protected. If, after the due legal processes, it was found that the 
guilty man deserved to be beaten, the judge had to be present 
when the punishment was carried out. This was to ensure that the 
due penalty was implemented without excess, in order that the 
dignity of the man might be preserved. Excessive beating would 
mean that the brother Israelite was being degraded (Heb. qald; lit. 
'make light of'; cf. 27: 1 6  with dishonouring of parents) or treated 
like an animal. The number forty is not intended as a fixed form 
for all sentences, but rather the absolute maximum (i.e. up to 
forty) .  Later in Jewish practice this was restricted to thirty-nine to 
make sure the limit was not accidentally breached (cf. Paul's five 
occasions at 2 Cor. 1 1 : 24) . 

4. The ox is not to be muzzled, so that it can eat of the corn while 
it is threshing it (in separating the grain from the husk; cf. 24:20; 
2p-3, 5-10) .  This reflects the rights of the poor and marginalized 
to consume what they need of another's crops ( 24: l 9-22). Thus the 
wholeness of the covenant society includes both people and animals 
( 5 : 14; 22 : 1-4, 6-7; cf. Prov. 1 2: 1 0;Jon. 4: 1 l ;  l Cor. 9:9; 1 Tim. p 8) .  

Meaning 
The section 24:8 - 2 5 :4 has been loosely connected with the ninth 
commandment, which prohibits false witness within Israel ( 5 : 20) . 
This point is established at the beginning of the section with the 
reference to JVliriam (24:9), who was afflicted with leprosy because 
of her false witness against Moses' authority and leadership. Other 
laws that follow address the rights of different groups of people 
within Israel which, if not honoured, amounts to disobeying the 
Torah or false witness against it. To honour these laws is to live right­
eous lives before Yahweh (v. l 3b; cf. 6 :25) ,  and underlying these laws 
is the assumption that the land belongs to every member of the 
covenant community, and therefore each person has a right to its 
bounty and blessing. 

A chief motivation for practisingjustice towards the alien, father­
less and widow is the remembrance that Israel were once slaves in 
Egypt, and the Lord redeemed (or purchased) them from there (v. l 8; 
cf. P 5; 1 5 : 1 5) .  Finally, the guilty party at 2 p-3 was no doubt 
involved in false witness, but even the rights of the accused had to 
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justice and relates to the cause or rights of these marginai people 
being disregarded or judged unfairly ( 16 : 1 9; cf. Job 29: 1 2-17). 
Providing justice for this triad of the alien, fatherless and widow 
was recognized as a duty not only for kings (Ps. 72: 1-4, l 2-14), but 
for the whole of society (Deut. 10: 1 8-19;  esp. 27: 1 9; Exod. 22 :22; 
2 3 :6-9; Lev. 1 9 : 3 3 ;  Prov. 22 :22) .  In verse 1 7b, the topic of debt 
collateral continues from verses 6, 1 0-1 3 ,  but here it is specifically 
applied to the widow. Compared with the poor man of verses 1 2-
1 3 ,  whose cloak may be temporarily impounded but returned by 
sunset, the extreme nature of the widow's plight is one of total 
exemption. Verse 1 8  may be seen as the motivation for the entire 
section from verses 8-9. It is based upon Israel's own experience 
of slavery within Egypt, which must be now expressed in empathy 
for struggling and marginal groups within their midst (cf. v. 22) .  The 
particular emphasis upon the Lord redeeming (jJadd) you ('purchased 
you free') is itself a powerful theological statement with significant 
social justice implications (cf. 7 :8 ;  9 :26; l n  [ET] ; 1 5 : 1 5 ;  2 1 : 8 ;  24: 1 8) .  

19-22. These laws are directly related to verses 1 7-1 8 by  the re� 
appearance of the alien, the fatherless and the widow, mentioned three 
times in this section (vv. l 9, 20, 2 1  ) ,  and conclude with the reminder 
of Israel's slave status in Egypt (v. 2 2) .  A threefold command gives 
them a stake in the three typical crops of the land: the grain, the oil and 
the wine (cf. 7: 1 3) .  Similar laws are found elsewhere (Exod. 2 3 : 1 0-1 l ;  
Lev. 1 9:9-10; 2 3 :22) .  Further, the three laws in verses 1 9-22 are held 
together by a common structure: When you . . .  do not . . .  it shall be 
for . . .  ' (suggesting ownership). Therefore, the underlying idea of 
this law follows that of 2 3 : 24-25 [ET] . All members of the covenant 
community have rights to share in the blessings of the land, which 
is ultimately Yahweh's gift to the people as a whole. This suggests 
thatjustice (mifpat) at verse l 7 is broader than courtroom justice and 
includes a person's rights in general. Finally, the promise of blessing 
in return for respect for this principle recalls l 5 :  1 0  and 1 6: 1 5 ,  and 
obedience is motivated by the memory of slavery in Egypt. 

25 : 1-3. This case involving a private dispute (rib) between parties 
finally becomes a legal procedure like that of 1 9 : 1  5-2 1 ,  thus 
implying a case involving true and false witness. As such, it estab­
lishes a proper and equitable process for corporal punishment, as 
well as protection from possible excesses involving the court of 
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justice (mifpat; cf. 24: 17) .  Even criminals had rights that had to be 
protected. If, after the due legal processes, it was found that the 
guilty man deserved to be beaten, the judge had to be present 
when the punishment was carried out. This was to ensure that the 
due penalty was implemented without excess, in order that the 
dignity of the man might be preserved. Excessive beating would 
mean that the brother Israelite was being degraded (Heb. qald; lit. 
'make light of'; cf. 27: 1 6  with dishonouring of parents) or treated 
like an animal. The number forty is not intended as a fixed form 
for all sentences, but rather the absolute maximum (i.e. up to 
forty) .  Later in Jewish practice this was restricted to thirty-nine to 
make sure the limit was not accidentally breached (cf. Paul's five 
occasions at 2 Cor. 1 1 : 24) . 

4. The ox is not to be muzzled, so that it can eat of the corn while 
it is threshing it (in separating the grain from the husk; cf. 24:20; 
2p-3, 5-10) .  This reflects the rights of the poor and marginalized 
to consume what they need of another's crops ( 24: l 9-22). Thus the 
wholeness of the covenant society includes both people and animals 
( 5 : 14; 22 : 1-4, 6-7; cf. Prov. 1 2: 1 0;Jon. 4: 1 l ;  l Cor. 9:9; 1 Tim. p 8) .  

Meaning 
The section 24:8 - 2 5 :4 has been loosely connected with the ninth 
commandment, which prohibits false witness within Israel ( 5 : 20) . 
This point is established at the beginning of the section with the 
reference to JVliriam (24:9), who was afflicted with leprosy because 
of her false witness against Moses' authority and leadership. Other 
laws that follow address the rights of different groups of people 
within Israel which, if not honoured, amounts to disobeying the 
Torah or false witness against it. To honour these laws is to live right­
eous lives before Yahweh (v. l 3b; cf. 6 :25) ,  and underlying these laws 
is the assumption that the land belongs to every member of the 
covenant community, and therefore each person has a right to its 
bounty and blessing. 

A chief motivation for practisingjustice towards the alien, father­
less and widow is the remembrance that Israel were once slaves in 
Egypt, and the Lord redeemed (or purchased) them from there (v. l 8; 
cf. P 5; 1 5 : 1 5) .  Finally, the guilty party at 2 p-3 was no doubt 
involved in false witness, but even the rights of the accused had to 
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b� preserved. This is followed by the ox (2 5 :4), which musr not be 
abused or exploited by denying it a right to the bounty and blessings 
of the land (cf. p 4; 2 5 : 5-10) .  

ix. Coveting and its antidote (2J:J - 26:r5; if. j:2I) 

Context 
This section expounds the tenth commandment, which begins You 
shall not covet your neighbour's wife . . .  (5  :21) .  The last commandment is 

the broadest in both intent and application (Harman 200 1 :  221) .  
While the opening law of levirate marriage (2 5 : 5-ro) appears to 

suggest that there is an institution through which a man may right­

fully claim the wife of his brother (reflecting the tenth command­

ment in reverse), the option of not taking on the role of the levir 
could well have been driven by economic rationalism and the 

protection (or covetin;j) of one's own property. Further, the prohibi­

tion on coveting wives may lie behind the rules on levirate marriage 
and brawls (25 : 5-1 2) .  The concluding law of the two sets of weights 

and measures (vv. 1 3- 1 6) relates to coveting, and fittingly brings 

these laws to an end. Finally, one of the best antidotes to coveting 

is giving. Thus, the exposition of the laws concludes with a reminder 

to the Israelites to give to God and to the poor (26: 1-1 5) .  

a. Miscellaneous laws (25.J-I6) 

Comment 
5-ro. The law of the levirate marriage does not appear elsewhere 

in the Hebrew Bible, and it does not create a new institution, but 

codifies an old one (Driver l 996: 28  l) . An early example comes 

from Genesis 3 8 : 1-I l, in which the levir will receive only public 

shame (and not death) if he decides not to marry his dead brother's 

wife. However, in Ruth (4: 1-1 2) the closest relative may choose to 

marry the dead man's wife, but when he decides not to marry her, 

there is no shame or penalty of death. It appears then that the law 

in Deuteronomy and the concept of the levir (Latin for 'brother-in­

law') allowed some flexibility according to family situation and local 

clan law. 

The practice of levirate marriage was also known in the Ancient 
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Near East, though Hittite law 19 3  (ANET, p. 1 96) and Middle 

Assyrian law 3 3 (Al\TET, p. l 82) do not offer an explanation in 

terms of providing a family heir, nor do they address the issue of 

passing on property in an orderly fashion. Both matters are referred 
to in Deuteronomy. The main idea behind the practice is that, if a 

man died without a male heir, it was the duty of his brother to marry 

his widow and produce a son, who would then inherit the deceased 

brother's name and property. The practice ensured that property 

would remain within the famify, and that the dead brother's name would 

be carried forward for posterity. 

5-6. The situation here refers to brothers living together as joint 

tenants of a yet undivided property. In the case of one o f  them 

dying without a son, the widow of the deceased brother is left in a 

particularly vulnerable position, without any absolute right of inher­

itance to the property. However, although this law is also designed 

to provide the widow with security in terms of marriage and having 

a son, it is primarily focused on the rights of the deceased husband. 
The name of the deceased husband is mentioned three times in 

verses 6-7, and the phrase carry on the name (v. 6) is literally 'stand 

upon the name'. Even though the undercurrents of the cult of the 

dead were obviously strong in Israel (cf. 14: 1-2; 26: 14) ,  this expres­

sion best relates to the idea of establishing the name through legal 

status and procedure with regard to inheritance (Gen. 48:6; Ruth 4: 5 ,  
ro) .  O n  the other hand, loss o f  inheritance means loss of the name 
(Num. 27:4) (Nelson 2002: 298). 

7-10. However, in the section that follows, the surviving brother 

had the option of not taking on the duty of the levir, which was no 

doubt driven by economic rationalism. If he had a son by her, and 

if that son was his only surviving heir, then all his years of effort on 

the property would eventually pass on to the son of his deceased 

brother (cf. Ruth 4: 5-6) . Later, Boaz would be a hard act to follow! 

His kindness and generosity in this matter would leave behind a 

legacy and blessing for Israel that he would never have anticipated 

in his wildest dreams (Ruth 4: 1 3-22) .  
Within the passage, two courses of action were open t o  the 

spurned widow. First, she may appeal publicly to the elders at the 

town gate with the words: A{;! husband's brother [yabam] . . .  will not fu!ftl 
the dury [yabam] of a brother-in-law to me. Clearly this refers to sexual 
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b� preserved. This is followed by the ox (2 5 :4), which musr not be 
abused or exploited by denying it a right to the bounty and blessings 
of the land (cf. p 4; 2 5 : 5-10) .  

ix. Coveting and its antidote (2J:J - 26:r5; if. j:2I) 

Context 
This section expounds the tenth commandment, which begins You 
shall not covet your neighbour's wife . . .  (5  :21) .  The last commandment is 

the broadest in both intent and application (Harman 200 1 :  221) .  
While the opening law of levirate marriage (2 5 : 5-ro) appears to 

suggest that there is an institution through which a man may right­

fully claim the wife of his brother (reflecting the tenth command­

ment in reverse), the option of not taking on the role of the levir 
could well have been driven by economic rationalism and the 

protection (or covetin;j) of one's own property. Further, the prohibi­

tion on coveting wives may lie behind the rules on levirate marriage 
and brawls (25 : 5-1 2) .  The concluding law of the two sets of weights 

and measures (vv. 1 3- 1 6) relates to coveting, and fittingly brings 

these laws to an end. Finally, one of the best antidotes to coveting 

is giving. Thus, the exposition of the laws concludes with a reminder 

to the Israelites to give to God and to the poor (26: 1-1 5) .  

a. Miscellaneous laws (25.J-I6) 

Comment 
5-ro. The law of the levirate marriage does not appear elsewhere 

in the Hebrew Bible, and it does not create a new institution, but 

codifies an old one (Driver l 996: 28  l) . An early example comes 

from Genesis 3 8 : 1-I l, in which the levir will receive only public 

shame (and not death) if he decides not to marry his dead brother's 

wife. However, in Ruth (4: 1-1 2) the closest relative may choose to 

marry the dead man's wife, but when he decides not to marry her, 

there is no shame or penalty of death. It appears then that the law 

in Deuteronomy and the concept of the levir (Latin for 'brother-in­

law') allowed some flexibility according to family situation and local 

clan law. 

The practice of levirate marriage was also known in the Ancient 
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Near East, though Hittite law 19 3  (ANET, p. 1 96) and Middle 

Assyrian law 3 3 (Al\TET, p. l 82) do not offer an explanation in 

terms of providing a family heir, nor do they address the issue of 

passing on property in an orderly fashion. Both matters are referred 
to in Deuteronomy. The main idea behind the practice is that, if a 

man died without a male heir, it was the duty of his brother to marry 

his widow and produce a son, who would then inherit the deceased 

brother's name and property. The practice ensured that property 

would remain within the famify, and that the dead brother's name would 

be carried forward for posterity. 

5-6. The situation here refers to brothers living together as joint 

tenants of a yet undivided property. In the case of one o f  them 

dying without a son, the widow of the deceased brother is left in a 

particularly vulnerable position, without any absolute right of inher­

itance to the property. However, although this law is also designed 

to provide the widow with security in terms of marriage and having 

a son, it is primarily focused on the rights of the deceased husband. 
The name of the deceased husband is mentioned three times in 

verses 6-7, and the phrase carry on the name (v. 6) is literally 'stand 

upon the name'. Even though the undercurrents of the cult of the 

dead were obviously strong in Israel (cf. 14: 1-2; 26: 14) ,  this expres­

sion best relates to the idea of establishing the name through legal 

status and procedure with regard to inheritance (Gen. 48:6; Ruth 4: 5 ,  
ro) .  O n  the other hand, loss o f  inheritance means loss of the name 
(Num. 27:4) (Nelson 2002: 298). 

7-10. However, in the section that follows, the surviving brother 

had the option of not taking on the duty of the levir, which was no 

doubt driven by economic rationalism. If he had a son by her, and 

if that son was his only surviving heir, then all his years of effort on 

the property would eventually pass on to the son of his deceased 

brother (cf. Ruth 4: 5-6) . Later, Boaz would be a hard act to follow! 

His kindness and generosity in this matter would leave behind a 

legacy and blessing for Israel that he would never have anticipated 

in his wildest dreams (Ruth 4: 1 3-22) .  
Within the passage, two courses of action were open t o  the 

spurned widow. First, she may appeal publicly to the elders at the 

town gate with the words: A{;! husband's brother [yabam] . . .  will not fu!ftl 
the dury [yabam] of a brother-in-law to me. Clearly this refers to sexual 
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intercourse and marriage at verse 5 .  C pon hearing this, the elders 
will then summon him (1 9 : 1 2 ; 2 1 : 1 8-2 1 ;  22 : 1 5-1 8) in order to 

persuade him to think differently through the application of this 
law. If he persists in his refusal to marry her, his brother's widow is 
to go up (nagaf; cf. 20:2; 2 1 : 5 ;  2 5 : 1 ) to him in the presence of the 
elders. Then she is to take off one of his sandals, spit in his face 
and say, This is what is done to the man who will not build up his brother's [lit. 
'house'] fami{y line. (cf. Gen. 1 6:2; 3 0: 3 ;  Ruth 4: 1 1 ) .  Finally, with a 
play on the word 'house', the brother's line will be known as the 
'House of the Cnsandalled' (v. 1 0) .  :\RSV picks up on this wordplay, 
but it is missing in ;'\IV. The removal of Lhe sandal is open to several 

interpretations, depending on context. In the book of Ruth it 
symbolized the public renunciation and legal transfer of property 

rights to another, when one party took off his sandal and gave it to 
the other (Ruth 4:7; cf. Amos 2:6; 8 :6;  a pair of sandals) . But here in 
Deuteronomy the context also suggests some form of public humil­
iation and stigmatization involving honour and shame. 

Finally, how is this law linked to the tenth commandment? Many 
scholars see the levirate marriage as an exception to the prohibition in 
the tenth commandment, whereby the levir should now desire his 
dead brother's wife. If the original intent of 5 :2 l a  includes the dowry 
of a neighbour's wife, then by not marrying the brother's widow, the 
leviris in effect desiring the wealth of a widowed woman which she 
would pass on to a future generation through her dead husband. 
But by marrying her, the levir is found to be obrying the intent of the 
tenth commandment (Matlock 2007: 29 5-3 1 0). 

n-12. This law shares with the previous law the action of a 
wife who defends the interests of her deceased husband before a 

brother (vv. 7-1 0) ,  and now defends the life of her living husband 
before a brother (lit. 'a man and his brother') involved in a fight (cf. 

Exod. 2 1 : 1 8-1 9, 2 2-25 ) .  In seeking to rescue her husband from 
the hand (yad) of his brother, she puts forth her hand (yad) and 

seizes his private parts. As a consequence, her hand (kap) is cut 
off.78 By describing his genitals as 'his instruments of shame' (v. 

78. See Code of Hammurabi (law 1 9 5) ANET, p. 1 75 and MAL (law 8) 

ANET, p. r 8 r for similar situations. 
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o b; see Eslinger 1 9 8 1 :  269-28 1) ,  the ),fasoretic tradition inter­

prets her offence as 'shaming' the brother, as with the previous 
law on the use of the sandal, which may have carried a similar 

sexual meaning. But clearly, something more than 'shame' must 
have been at stake here. The severity of the penalty (prescribed 

only here in the Old Testament) would suggest that the man might 
be injured to the point that he could no longer bear children as 
part of God's covenant people. This adds a further connection 
with the previous law, which dealt in another way with the lack of 

children. :Yforeover, the penalty might be linked with the fact that 
the male organ of reproduction carried the covenant sign of 

circumcision (see commentary on 2 3 : 1 ) .  The woman's action 
completely disregards this fact, so that her eventual punishment 
(cutting off the hand) is in line with the threat of the cutting off from 
Israelof disloyal covenant servants (Gen. 1 7 : 1 4; cf. Mark 9:43-48; 
Harman 200 1 :  2 2 3).79 

13-16. The two differing sets of weights (lit. 'stones'; possibly 
connected to testicles in the previous law) reflect the dishonest 
purpose of obtaining (or coveting) more than standard measure 
when purchasing (using heavy weight), and giving less when selling 
(using light weight) (cf. Lev. 1 9 : 3 5-36) .  Likewise, Israel was not to 
have two sets of measures for dry and liquid products in order to 

cheat those with whom they traded (vv. 1 3-14) .  It is somewhat 
fitting that the specific laws of chapters l 2 - 2 5 should finish on 
this note. Honesty in trade would bring the blessing of  long life in 

the land (v. l 5 ), whereas dishonesty stands under the covenant curse 
as something detestable (t6'ebei) to the Lord (emphatic position in v. l 6; 
cf. Prov. l 1 : 1 ;  1 6 : 1  l; 20: 1 0, 2 3) .  Deuteronomy uses this same expres­
sion to describe idolatry, sexual perversions and Canaanite pagan 
cults, and signals the fact that dishonesty in trade (involving the sin 

79· See Walsh (2004: 47-58) for the translation of Deut. 2p2a as: 'You 

shall shave [the hair ofj her groin', seeking to resolve the anomaly of the 

one and only law in the entire Israelite corpus that imposes physical 

mutilation as a punishment. But the following words, 'Show no pity', 

relate only to severe forms of punishment in the rest of Deuteronomy 

(see fn. 44, p. l 96). 
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intercourse and marriage at verse 5 .  C pon hearing this, the elders 
will then summon him (1 9 : 1 2 ; 2 1 : 1 8-2 1 ;  22 : 1 5-1 8) in order to 

persuade him to think differently through the application of this 
law. If he persists in his refusal to marry her, his brother's widow is 
to go up (nagaf; cf. 20:2; 2 1 : 5 ;  2 5 : 1 ) to him in the presence of the 
elders. Then she is to take off one of his sandals, spit in his face 
and say, This is what is done to the man who will not build up his brother's [lit. 
'house'] fami{y line. (cf. Gen. 1 6:2; 3 0: 3 ;  Ruth 4: 1 1 ) .  Finally, with a 
play on the word 'house', the brother's line will be known as the 
'House of the Cnsandalled' (v. 1 0) .  :\RSV picks up on this wordplay, 
but it is missing in ;'\IV. The removal of Lhe sandal is open to several 

interpretations, depending on context. In the book of Ruth it 
symbolized the public renunciation and legal transfer of property 

rights to another, when one party took off his sandal and gave it to 
the other (Ruth 4:7; cf. Amos 2:6; 8 :6;  a pair of sandals) . But here in 
Deuteronomy the context also suggests some form of public humil­
iation and stigmatization involving honour and shame. 

Finally, how is this law linked to the tenth commandment? Many 
scholars see the levirate marriage as an exception to the prohibition in 
the tenth commandment, whereby the levir should now desire his 
dead brother's wife. If the original intent of 5 :2 l a  includes the dowry 
of a neighbour's wife, then by not marrying the brother's widow, the 
leviris in effect desiring the wealth of a widowed woman which she 
would pass on to a future generation through her dead husband. 
But by marrying her, the levir is found to be obrying the intent of the 
tenth commandment (Matlock 2007: 29 5-3 1 0). 

n-12. This law shares with the previous law the action of a 
wife who defends the interests of her deceased husband before a 

brother (vv. 7-1 0) ,  and now defends the life of her living husband 
before a brother (lit. 'a man and his brother') involved in a fight (cf. 

Exod. 2 1 : 1 8-1 9, 2 2-25 ) .  In seeking to rescue her husband from 
the hand (yad) of his brother, she puts forth her hand (yad) and 

seizes his private parts. As a consequence, her hand (kap) is cut 
off.78 By describing his genitals as 'his instruments of shame' (v. 

78. See Code of Hammurabi (law 1 9 5) ANET, p. 1 75 and MAL (law 8) 

ANET, p. r 8 r for similar situations. 
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o b; see Eslinger 1 9 8 1 :  269-28 1) ,  the ),fasoretic tradition inter­

prets her offence as 'shaming' the brother, as with the previous 
law on the use of the sandal, which may have carried a similar 

sexual meaning. But clearly, something more than 'shame' must 
have been at stake here. The severity of the penalty (prescribed 

only here in the Old Testament) would suggest that the man might 
be injured to the point that he could no longer bear children as 
part of God's covenant people. This adds a further connection 
with the previous law, which dealt in another way with the lack of 

children. :Yforeover, the penalty might be linked with the fact that 
the male organ of reproduction carried the covenant sign of 

circumcision (see commentary on 2 3 : 1 ) .  The woman's action 
completely disregards this fact, so that her eventual punishment 
(cutting off the hand) is in line with the threat of the cutting off from 
Israelof disloyal covenant servants (Gen. 1 7 : 1 4; cf. Mark 9:43-48; 
Harman 200 1 :  2 2 3).79 

13-16. The two differing sets of weights (lit. 'stones'; possibly 
connected to testicles in the previous law) reflect the dishonest 
purpose of obtaining (or coveting) more than standard measure 
when purchasing (using heavy weight), and giving less when selling 
(using light weight) (cf. Lev. 1 9 : 3 5-36) .  Likewise, Israel was not to 
have two sets of measures for dry and liquid products in order to 

cheat those with whom they traded (vv. 1 3-14) .  It is somewhat 
fitting that the specific laws of chapters l 2 - 2 5 should finish on 
this note. Honesty in trade would bring the blessing of  long life in 

the land (v. l 5 ), whereas dishonesty stands under the covenant curse 
as something detestable (t6'ebei) to the Lord (emphatic position in v. l 6; 
cf. Prov. l 1 : 1 ;  1 6 : 1  l; 20: 1 0, 2 3) .  Deuteronomy uses this same expres­
sion to describe idolatry, sexual perversions and Canaanite pagan 
cults, and signals the fact that dishonesty in trade (involving the sin 

79· See Walsh (2004: 47-58) for the translation of Deut. 2 p 2a as: 'You 

shall shave [the hair ofj her groin', seeking to resolve the anomaly of the 

one and only law in the entire Israelite corpus that imposes physical 

mutilation as a punishment. But the following words, 'Show no pity', 

relate only to severe forms of punishment in the rest of Deuteronomy 

(see fn. 44, p. l 96). 
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of covetousness) and practice lies behind so much of the exploita­
tion and poverty of those whom Deuteronomy cares so much about 
in the rest of the book (cf. l Kgs 2 1 : 1-29; Amos 8 :4-6) . 

b. Unfinished business with the Amalekites (2p7-19) 
17-19. Initially, the account about Amalek appears to be an 

unconnected topic. The law commands Israel to remember what 
Amalek did to Israel in the wilderness on their way out of Egypt. 
The older account in Exodus 1 7:8-16 relates how Amalek attacked 
Israel, and was defeated by Joshua as Moses held up the staff of 
God in his hands. From a structural point of view, this passage may 
be seen as a frame to l 2:9-1 o in terms of what Israel must do when 
it experiences rest from all the enemies around you, thus forming a frame 
around the entire body of cul tic and social laws in chapters l 2 - 2 5 .  
The frame to the present passage o f  remember (v. l 7a) and do not forget 
(v. 1 9b) calls Israel to a matter of unfinished business with Amalek, 
her archetypal enemy (cf. l Sam. l 5 :  l -3 ; 3 o: l -3 l) . Israel is to blot out 
the memory of Amalek from under heaven (cf. l 2: 3 ;  wipe out their 
names) . But verse l 8 adds important details to the original account, 
and brings it under the theme of the tenth commandment and the 
prohibition of desiring what belongs to the poor and powerless. 
Amalek's crime was in desiring and taking advantage of a people 
when they were weak, powerless and unable to defend themselves 
(Olson 1 994: l 14) .  Furthermore, Amalek took advantage of a weak­
ened Israel because 'he did not fear God' (NRSV; v. l 8 ;  cf. Exod. 
1 7 = 1 6  = 'because a hand was against the throne of God'?). This may 
mean that the Amalekites failed to reverence (or fea?J the Lord; simi­
larly Pharaoh and Sihon and Og openly and defiantly opposed the 
Lord's people and took up arms against them (cf. Josh. 2 :8-13) .  

c. First declaration: Israel's presentation of ftrsifruits and confession of what 
Yahweh has done for her (26:1-11) 

Context 
The last specific law ended at 2 p 6  (true and false weights) . Then 
2 5 :  l 9 links up with 26: l in this section in terms of land inheritance. 
The link between the land given by Yahweh and the place (maqiJm) to 
which Israel come (bo') in worship first appears at l 2: 5-6, and 
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reappears in this section at 26: r-ro. Thus, 26: l-1 5 not only supplies 
the best antidote to coveting in terms of worship and giving, but 
also provides a fitting bracket and conclusion to the worship of 
Yahweh in chapter l 2. This section also contains a series of declara­
tions (vv. 3 ,  5 ,  r 3, r 7, r 8) made in three stages (vv. r-r l ,  l 2-r 5 ,  r 6-r 9; 
McConville 2002: 3 77) . Thus the chapter virtually condenses the 
message of the entire book of Deuteronomy into a threefold coven­

ant of grace (vv. 1-r r) ,  covenant obedience (vv. 1 2-r 5 )  and covenant 
blessing (vv. 1 6-19) (Wright 1 996: 270) . 

Comment 
r-4. Central to this passage is the offering of firsifruits as a fitting 

conclusion to the tenth commandment (the best antidote to cov­
eting is giving) , as well as to the entire law section from chapter l 2 
onwards. In fact, the offering of firsifruits is an indicator of the abun­
dance and blessing of the land of inheritance that the Lord has given 
(natan; vv. r ,  2, 3 ,  9 ,  r o, l r ,  1 3 ,  l 5 )  to Israel. This should make 
covetousness at all levels redundant. The passage addresses the time 
when Israel has already settled in the land (v. r ;  cf. 1 7: 14) .  In this 
context the Israelite is called on to make two liturgical declarations. 
The first is preceded by the Lord's command to take a token 
offering of some of the firstfruits in a basket and then go to 
Yahweh's choice of central sanctuary (v. 2; cf. 1 2: 5-7; Exod. 2 3 : r 9a) . 
This appears to apply not only to the first occasion, but to succes­
sive ones as well. The first liturgical response is made to the priest 
presiding at the time (v. 3 ;  cf. 1 7:9; 1 9 : 1 7) .  It is a grateful acknow­
ledgment of the sworn (faba) promise to the forefathers and the gift 
of the land entirely from Yahweh's hand, which is so important 
throughout Deuteronomy, and also frames this section (v. l 5 ) .  

5 .  After the basket has been placed before the altar of  the Lord 
by the priest (v. 4) , a second liturgical response follows in the form 
of a confessional short credo (vv. 5-ro; cf. Num. 20: 1 5 - 1 6) .  It 
begins: lVJy father was a wandering Aramean. The father is clearly Jacob, 
as the rest of the verse indicates. The description of Aramean is 
strange, although here it is probably linked to Jacob's ancestors 
(Gen. 2 5 :20; 28 :  5 ,  7; 3 r :20, 24),  as well as to his long stay in Paddan­
Aram and his marriage to his Aramean wives (Leah and Rachel) . 
The word wandering may also mean 'perishing' (i.e. dying) . Both 
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of covetousness) and practice lies behind so much of the exploita­
tion and poverty of those whom Deuteronomy cares so much about 
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her archetypal enemy (cf. l Sam. l 5 :  l -3 ; 3 o: l -3 l) . Israel is to blot out 
the memory of Amalek from under heaven (cf. l 2: 3 ;  wipe out their 
names) . But verse l 8 adds important details to the original account, 
and brings it under the theme of the tenth commandment and the 
prohibition of desiring what belongs to the poor and powerless. 
Amalek's crime was in desiring and taking advantage of a people 
when they were weak, powerless and unable to defend themselves 
(Olson 1 994: l 14) .  Furthermore, Amalek took advantage of a weak­
ened Israel because 'he did not fear God' (NRSV; v. l 8 ;  cf. Exod. 
1 7 = 1 6  = 'because a hand was against the throne of God'?). This may 
mean that the Amalekites failed to reverence (or fea?J the Lord; simi­
larly Pharaoh and Sihon and Og openly and defiantly opposed the 
Lord's people and took up arms against them (cf. Josh. 2 :8-13) .  

c. First declaration: Israel's presentation of ftrsifruits and confession of what 
Yahweh has done for her (26:1-11) 

Context 
The last specific law ended at 2 p 6  (true and false weights) . Then 
2 5 :  l 9 links up with 26: l in this section in terms of land inheritance. 
The link between the land given by Yahweh and the place (maqiJm) to 
which Israel come (bo') in worship first appears at l 2: 5-6, and 
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reappears in this section at 26: r-ro. Thus, 26: l-1 5 not only supplies 
the best antidote to coveting in terms of worship and giving, but 
also provides a fitting bracket and conclusion to the worship of 
Yahweh in chapter l 2. This section also contains a series of declara­
tions (vv. 3 ,  5 ,  r 3, r 7, r 8) made in three stages (vv. r-r l ,  l 2-r 5 ,  r 6-r 9; 
McConville 2002: 3 77) . Thus the chapter virtually condenses the 
message of the entire book of Deuteronomy into a threefold coven­

ant of grace (vv. 1-r r) ,  covenant obedience (vv. 1 2-r 5 )  and covenant 
blessing (vv. 1 6-19) (Wright 1 996: 270) . 

Comment 
r-4. Central to this passage is the offering of firsifruits as a fitting 

conclusion to the tenth commandment (the best antidote to cov­
eting is giving) , as well as to the entire law section from chapter l 2 
onwards. In fact, the offering of firsifruits is an indicator of the abun­
dance and blessing of the land of inheritance that the Lord has given 
(natan; vv. r ,  2, 3 ,  9 ,  r o, l r ,  1 3 ,  l 5 )  to Israel. This should make 
covetousness at all levels redundant. The passage addresses the time 
when Israel has already settled in the land (v. r ;  cf. 1 7: 14) .  In this 
context the Israelite is called on to make two liturgical declarations. 
The first is preceded by the Lord's command to take a token 
offering of some of the firstfruits in a basket and then go to 
Yahweh's choice of central sanctuary (v. 2; cf. 1 2: 5-7; Exod. 2 3 : r 9a) . 
This appears to apply not only to the first occasion, but to succes­
sive ones as well. The first liturgical response is made to the priest 
presiding at the time (v. 3 ;  cf. 1 7:9; 1 9 : 1 7) .  It is a grateful acknow­
ledgment of the sworn (faba) promise to the forefathers and the gift 
of the land entirely from Yahweh's hand, which is so important 
throughout Deuteronomy, and also frames this section (v. l 5 ) .  

5 .  After the basket has been placed before the altar of  the Lord 
by the priest (v. 4) , a second liturgical response follows in the form 
of a confessional short credo (vv. 5-ro; cf. Num. 20: 1 5 - 1 6) .  It 
begins: lVJy father was a wandering Aramean. The father is clearly Jacob, 
as the rest of the verse indicates. The description of Aramean is 
strange, although here it is probably linked to Jacob's ancestors 
(Gen. 2 5 :20; 28 :  5 ,  7; 3 r :20, 24),  as well as to his long stay in Paddan­
Aram and his marriage to his Aramean wives (Leah and Rachel) . 
The word wandering may also mean 'perishing' (i.e. dying) . Both 



D E L T E R 0 :\ 0 C.! Y 

meanings ultimately suit Jacob's constant wanderings as well as 

oppression and mistreatment in Egypt. On arriving in Egypt, 

Jacob's family were few in number (seventy persons; Gen. 46:27; 
Exod. q), and the people lived there as aliens (ger, 1 0: 1 9; 2 3 :7 [ET]) 
and became a great nation, powerful and numerous (v. 5 b). 80 

6-7. The second aspect of the confession is followed in verse 6 
by a threefold verbal description of Israel's mistreatment at the 

hands of the Egyptians, amounting to injustice, oppression and 
slavery (lit. 'placed upon us hard labour'). Then we cried out to the LoRD, 
the God of our fathers (v. 7). Throughout this credo, the present gener­
ation (we/us) are fully identified with the exodus group, and also 
with the generation gathered at Sinai/Horeb (H) · The expression 
the LORD, the God of your/ourfathers frames the law section (1 2 : 1 ;  26:7; 
cf. 1 : 1 1 ,  2 1 ;  4: 1 ;  6 : 3 ;  2; : 3 ;  29:25 [ET]), and is also present at the 

burning bush episode (Exod. 3 :6, 1 3-16) .  It is at this point that the 
Lord hears the people's cry and sees their misery, as part of Moses' call 
for deliverance for the Lord's people (Exod. 3 :7 ;  cf. Num. 20: 1 6). 
But in Deuteronomy the Lord also sees the threefold misery, toil and 
oppression, reinforcing the hard labour and slavery of verse 6. 

8-ro. The third and final aspect of the confession relates to the 
Lord's redemptive power involving his judgment upon Egypt with 
a mighry hand and an outstretched arm (only in Deuteronomy as a pair at 
4: 34; p 5 ;  ;: 19;  9 :26-29; l 1 :2 ;  26:8) . This is followed by the three­
fold with great terror (4: 34; I I :2 5 ;  26:8; 34: 1 2), and with signs and wonders 
(only in Deuteronomy as a pair at 4:34; 6 :22; ;: 19; 1 3 : 1-2; 26:8; 28:46; 
29: 3 ;  34: 1 1) .  All of these terms are found at 4: 34, only in reverse 
order. But by concluding verse 8 with signs and wonders, the credo 
may also be anticipating the second recognition of these verses with 
the blessing and provision of the land itself (the probable meaning 
of this place) in verse 9 (cf. 28:46 used with the reverse sense of curses). 
Verse 9 concludes with the land flowing with the twofold milk and 
honry, providing a balance for signs and wonders at the end of verse 8 .  
In verse l o  we have the words, And now I bring ( bo' ; cf. l 2: 5-6) the 
.ftrsifruits of the soil, 0 LORD, that you have given me, a final recognition 

80. These three adjectives together qualifying nation are unique in the Old 

Testament. 
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that it is the Lord, and no other fertility god (including Baal) of 

Canaan, who is  the true provider. 
r r. This verse performs a function similar to that of l 2: l 2, except 

that 'you' here is singular, implying the covenant people as a whole. 

Throughout this whole section there is a movement between 
'we/us/me', and now comes a concluding threefold blessing and 
rejoicing shared between you (sing.) and the Levites and aliens. Both 

the vertical (the LORD your God has given you) and horizontal implica­

tions of this covenant blessing extend into the next section. 

d Second declaration: Israel's obedience to the third-year tithe (26:12-15) 
r 2. The second ceremony would come in the third year of occu­

pation, and it recalls the third-year tithe of q:28-29. But now this 
section adds to the Levites and aliens of verse l l the full comple­
ment of the fatherless and widows as well. Also, the sharing of these 
tithes would not take place at the central sanctuary, as with the 
previous offering of firstfruits to the Lord (v. 2; cf. l 2:6, l l ;  14:22-
27), but would be shared in the towns (lit. 'in your gates'). By setting 

this provision here alongside the offering of firstfruits within the 
context of worship, Deuteronomy emphasizes the tithe's import­

ance on behalf of the needy (Wright 1 996: 271) .  
13· As with the ceremony of firstfruits, a liturgical declaration also 

follows here, which was to be made to ('before') the LORD your God (v. 

l 3a) ,  most probably at the central sanctuary. Within this declaration, 
the Israelite claims to have fully obeyed the law, which is expressed 
both negatively (v. l 3 b) and positively (v. 14b) . The main statement 
comes in verse l 3 :  I have removed from my house the sacred portion and have 
given it to the Levite, the alien, the fatherless and the widow. The sacred portion 
(qodef; cf. l 2:26 of general offerings, and 26: l 5 of sanctuary) refers 
to special offerings that belonged to God. In this case, the third-year 

tithe had to be removed from the man's house. The verb 'remove' 
(ba'ar = piel; also v. 14) is used elsewhere in Deuteronomy in the piel 

form for purging different forms of evil from Israel ( l 3 :  5 ;  l ;:7, l 2; 
1 9 : 1 3 ,  1 9; 2 1 :9, 2 1 ;  22 :2 1 ,  22, 24; 24:7). These verbal associations may 
relate to the following scenario. If the third-year tithe were to remain 
in the man's house, this would repeat a situation like that of 22:20-
21 ,  needing to be purged of evil. In this case, the man who keeps the 

third-year tithe within his house proves unfaithful to the lawful 
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meanings ultimately suit Jacob's constant wanderings as well as 
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Lord hears the people's cry and sees their misery, as part of Moses' call 
for deliverance for the Lord's people (Exod. 3 :7 ;  cf. Num. 20: 1 6). 
But in Deuteronomy the Lord also sees the threefold misery, toil and 
oppression, reinforcing the hard labour and slavery of verse 6. 

8-ro. The third and final aspect of the confession relates to the 
Lord's redemptive power involving his judgment upon Egypt with 
a mighry hand and an outstretched arm (only in Deuteronomy as a pair at 
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order. But by concluding verse 8 with signs and wonders, the credo 
may also be anticipating the second recognition of these verses with 
the blessing and provision of the land itself (the probable meaning 
of this place) in verse 9 (cf. 28:46 used with the reverse sense of curses). 
Verse 9 concludes with the land flowing with the twofold milk and 
honry, providing a balance for signs and wonders at the end of verse 8 .  
In verse l o  we have the words, And now I bring ( bo' ; cf. l 2: 5-6) the 
.ftrsifruits of the soil, 0 LORD, that you have given me, a final recognition 
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that it is the Lord, and no other fertility god (including Baal) of 

Canaan, who is  the true provider. 
r r. This verse performs a function similar to that of l 2: l 2, except 

that 'you' here is singular, implying the covenant people as a whole. 

Throughout this whole section there is a movement between 
'we/us/me', and now comes a concluding threefold blessing and 
rejoicing shared between you (sing.) and the Levites and aliens. Both 

the vertical (the LORD your God has given you) and horizontal implica­

tions of this covenant blessing extend into the next section. 

d Second declaration: Israel's obedience to the third-year tithe (26:12-15) 
r 2. The second ceremony would come in the third year of occu­

pation, and it recalls the third-year tithe of q:28-29. But now this 
section adds to the Levites and aliens of verse l l the full comple­
ment of the fatherless and widows as well. Also, the sharing of these 
tithes would not take place at the central sanctuary, as with the 
previous offering of firstfruits to the Lord (v. 2; cf. l 2:6, l l ;  14:22-
27), but would be shared in the towns (lit. 'in your gates'). By setting 

this provision here alongside the offering of firstfruits within the 
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ance on behalf of the needy (Wright 1 996: 271) .  
13· As with the ceremony of firstfruits, a liturgical declaration also 

follows here, which was to be made to ('before') the LORD your God (v. 

l 3a) ,  most probably at the central sanctuary. Within this declaration, 
the Israelite claims to have fully obeyed the law, which is expressed 
both negatively (v. l 3 b) and positively (v. 14b) . The main statement 
comes in verse l 3 :  I have removed from my house the sacred portion and have 
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(qodef; cf. l 2:26 of general offerings, and 26: l 5 of sanctuary) refers 
to special offerings that belonged to God. In this case, the third-year 

tithe had to be removed from the man's house. The verb 'remove' 
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recipients, who have no allotment or inheritance of their mvn 
(14:28-29). To obey the law fully in tbs matter is effecfr;ely to remove 
or purge one's house of any potential evil (cf. 22:9; 27: 19) . 8 1 

14. There follows a threefold negative confession relating to ritual 
behaviour. The first refers to not eating the sacred portion while 
mourning (Deut. 14: 1-2; cf. Hos. 9:4; Ezek. 8 : 14) ;  the second relates 
to not removing any of it while unclean. This may be best interpreted 
in the light of the first disclaimer, suggesting that contact with a 
corpse would make someone ritually unclean (cf. Lev. 22:4-8). The 
third relates to not offering any of the sacred portion to the dead 
(Deut. 14: 1-2; cf. l 2: 30--3 l ;  l 8 : 10--1 1 ;Jer. l 6: 5-9) . It is possible that 
each of these areas is linked to the cult of the dead, which frames 
the passage. In this regard, one may also note the close structural 
proximity of 14: 1-2 (cult of the dead) and 14: 3-21 (clean/unclean 
foods), followed by the law of the tithes (14:22-29). 

15 .  Verse l 5 concludes the declaration with an appeal for God to 
bless both people and land (possibly with rain; cf. l l :  l l -l 5 ;  28 :  l 2) 
from his heavenly habitation, also recalling the promises given on 
oath to the forefathers (4: 3 6-39;  cf. l Kgs 8 :27-3 0) . And so the 
worshipper claims the full blessing of God's oath and promises in 
order to experience the land flowing with milk and honey, especially 
in the light of verse 1 3  (support of the living) and verse I4 (avoid­
ance of the dead) (Blenkinsopp l 99 5 :  l l) . 

e. Third declaration: Yahweh and Israel as willing partners of the covenant 
(26:I6-I9) 

r6-r9. This passage resembles the pledge made at the conclusion 
of the reading of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 24:7) . The 
people are now brought back from the anticipated future of the land 
to the plains of Moab and the Mosaic present, with the challenge this 
dqy to observe carefully the decrees and laws, which frame major 
sections of the book (4: l ;  p ;  l l :  32;  l 2: l ). This section is also distin­
guished by a double pledge and ratification, first by the people 
(v. 1 1) ,  and then by Yahweh (vv. 1 8-19) ,  recalling p7-3 3 .  The 

S r .  See 4: r r (ba'ar) blazed with fire, here linked to removing evil or purging 

Israel's house of evil. 
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people's response (v. 1 7) consists of a main statement, the LORD is 
pur God, followed by three further obligations: to walk in his Wtl)'S, to 
keep his decrees, commands and laws (a threefold law centrepiece; cf. 5 :  3 l ;  
6 :  l ;  7: l l ;  8 :  l l ;  l l : 1 )  and to ob0· his voice. They are to do  tbs with all 
pur heart and with allj'our soul (v. l 6b; recalling 4:29; 6: 5 ;  1 0 : 1 2; l l : 1 3) .  
The Lord's response in verses l 8-1 9 also begins with a main state­
ment declaring ownership of his people: You are his people, his treas­
ured possession (segulla), and ho!J (qad6f) to the Lord (Exod. 1 9: 5 ;  Deut. 
7:6; 14:2, 21) .82 Finally, verse 1 9  notes the high responsibility given to 
Israel, who were greatly exalted above every other nation. The same 
threefold expression (.praise, Jame and honour) is found in Jeremiah 
r 3 :  l l and 3 3 :9 (cf. Zeph. 3 :  l 9-20) as a standardized formula for 
highest renown (cf. 4:6-8) . This will be taken up again at 2 8 : 1 ,  9. 
Moreover, the mutual aspect of this entire arrangement is finally set 
forth in 29: 1 ,  1 2-1 5 [ET] in the explicit terms of covenant renewal. 

Meaning 
The key to understanding chapter 26 is its position in Deuteronomy 
(McConville 2002: 3 84) . Within the structure of the book, with its 
resemblance to both treaty and law code, it rounds off the long 
section of laws. But in a treaty-like manner, and also in a pattern 
similar to that of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:2 2  - 2 3 : 1 9; cf. 
24:7), the section from chapter l 2 to 26 begins with worship, and 
ends with worship at the chosen place with the bringing of first­
fruits, thus fulfilling the command in 1 2: 5-7, l 1-1 3 .  But only here 
in Deuteronomy do we hear the voice of the loyal worshipper in 
terms of a liturgical-style credo before Yahweh at the sanctuary. This 
credo rehearses Israel's pain, oppression, homelessness and slave 
status in Egypt, resulting in Yahweh hearing their cry and finally 
bringing them into a place where they may live safely and securely 
(v. 9). However, this brings with it the responsibility of drawing the 
homeless within their midst into a place of celebration and 
belonging (v. l l ) ,  which is also related to the third-year tithe (v. l 2). 
This tithe (called the sacred portion) must not be absorbed into the 

82. The use of these terms at r4:2, 2 r ,  and now here, further supports the 

situation described at vv. r4-r 5 above. 



D E L T E R O :-; O \I Y  

recipients, who have no allotment or inheritance of their mvn 
(14:28-29). To obey the law fully in tbs matter is effecfr;ely to remove 
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S r .  See 4: r r (ba'ar) blazed with fire, here linked to removing evil or purging 
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ever-present cult of the dead (v. 14), but must be faithfully dispensed 
to the 'living' and marginalized of Israel (v. 1 3) .  The passage 
concludes with a command to carefully keep the decrees and laws (v. 
l 6) , forming a bracket with l l :  3 2  - l 2: l ,  followed by words of 
covenant ratification (vv. 1 7- 1 9) in which Yahweh exists as 'God 
for Israel', and Israel exists as 'people for him'. 

D. Covenant renewal in the Promised Land (27: r-26) 

Context 
It is widely accepted that this chapter intrudes between chapters 26 
and 28. However, there are solid reasons, both literary and theo­
logical, to believe that it serves an important function in the overall 
purpose and meaning of the book. From a literary perspective, 
chapter 27 provides a frame to l 1 : 26-32  in terms of Mounts 
Gerizim and Ebal, the blessings and curses, and associated covenant 
commitment. Sandra Richter (2007: 3 42-3 66) plausibly links these 
passages on the basis of Yahweh's inscribed monument on Ebal 
(r 1 : 29-3 2; 1 2: 1 - 5 ;  2T 1-8), providing a frame for the laws of chap­
ters 1 2  - 26. Nelson (2002: 3 1 6) also brackets l 1 : 29-30 with 2Tl-
8, l 1-13 and 14-26, with each serving three different 'scripts'. Verses 
l -8 focus on inscribing the law, verses r l -l 3 address the instituting 
of the blessing and curses, and verses 14-26 relate to Moses' instruc­
tions on the content of the curses. Also, a twofold witness is estab­
lished with the elders (27: 1) and priests (2T9), signifying Israel's 
formal acceptance of the terms of the covenant (27:9-ro; cf. 26: 1 6-
1 9) .  This leads into the announcement of blessing and cursing (vv. 

1 2-13) ,  of which on!J curses are recorded (vv. 1 5-26), implicitly 
acknowledging that Israel's future will move towards disobedience 
and curse rather than blessing, although optimism also pervades the 
chapter (Barker 1 9 9 8 :  277-30 3) .  

Comment 

z: The inscription of the law and witness of the elders (27:r-8) 

1 .  In the light of his impending death, Moses involves the elders 
in the procedures mentioned in verses 1-8 (29 : 1 0  [ET] ; 3 1 :9, 28;  c£ 
5 : 2 3) .  First of all, the people are instructed afresh to keep watch 
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over (lit.) 'all the commandment' (mifwtij (c£ j : 3  l ;  6: 1 ;  17 = 20; 3 o: r r) 
that :\1oses is giving todq;' (v. l) .  This would cover not only the whole 
body of laws in chapters l 2 - 26 (1\icConville 2002: 3 8 8), but may 
also include all that Moses was about to sav, especiallv with reo-ard • • b 
to the further details on the blessings and curses (27 : 14-26; 28 : 1-68; 
c£ 29: 1 ;  esp. Josh. 8 : 3 4-3 5 ) .  

2-4. When you have crossed the Jordan i s  mentioned three times in 
verses 2-4, in order to emphasize the urgency and importance, as 
well as the time and place, of the setting up of the large stones and 
altar on Mount Ebal. The words (lit. 'on the day'; v. 2) need not be 
taken to mean within a strict twenty-four hour period (Barker l 998: 
298). In the light of Moses' imminent death, the beginning of verse 
3 now emphasizes the writing of Moses' words on large stones 
coated with plaster (vv. 2b, 4), serving as a memorial of Yahweh's 
gift of the land. Initially the law may have been read directly from 
the stones, or from the Book of the Law, by Joshua (c£ Josh. 8 : 3 0-
3 5) .  But thereafter, it appears that the stones may have stood as a 
silent witness against sinful Israel, and at the same time sought to 
bind Israel to her covenant obligations (3 1 : 24-29; c£ Josh. 24:25-
27). Further, Moses records all the words of the law in a book which 
is to be preserved alongside the ark of the covenant (3 l :24-26), and 
read every seven years to the people (3 l :9-1 3). It is therefore likely 
that Mount Ebal serves a more rymbolic function in Deuteronomy, 
rather than as the main contender for the chosen place where 
Yahweh chooses to place his name with the monument inscriptions as 
well as altar building. 83 The altar and stone tablets at Mount Ebal 
are more likely to have been a kind of memorial shrine, strategically 
located in the centre of the land at Shechem, especially in view of 
its covenant associations with Abraham (Gen. l 2:6- 8 ;  cf. Josh. 
24:2 5 -26), Jacob (Gen. 3 3 : 1 8-20; cf. 3 p-4), and the burial of 
Joseph Gosh. 24:2). As such, it would have initially served as the 
centre for covenant renewal illustrated by Joshua 8 : 3 0-3 5 ;  24: 1-27, but 
it appears that Shiloh continued to be the main sanctuary 
throughout this period Gosh. 1 8 : 1 ;  c£ l Sam. 4:3 ) .  

8 3 .  Contrast Richter (2007: 342-366) who argues for this connection with 
Mount Ebal. 
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And coat them with plaster (vv. 2b and 4b) : This provision may have 
facilitated quick and easy readability for all the laws, as distinct from 
being cut into stone (see v. 8 below) . 

5-7. In addition to Deuteronomy's prior emphasis on the stones 
(cf. Josh. 8 : 3 0-3 5) ,  an altar was to be erected on Mount Ebal and 
sacrifices made with burnt offerings (vertical as given to God) and 

fellowship (or peace) offerings (horizontal as shared among the worship­
pers) . Thus, love for God and neighbour permeate the worship that 
celebrates the renewal of the covenant in the land. The instructions 
to build an altar closely follow the earlier altar law of Exodus 20:24-
2 5 ,  and are therefore not a late addition to the text (as adopted by 
Mayes 1 979: 340) . Rather, as on Mount Sinai, the renewal of the 
covenant was to be marked by this ceremonial feast, which was a 
recognized way in which the ratification of the covenant took place 

(Exod. 24: 3-8). It was common in the Ancient Near East for import­
ant agreements to be recorded on stones or stelae, especially in the 

ratification of treaties (e.g. some Hittite treaties; VTE; Sefire) . 
Added to this evidence is the record that in Exodus 24: 3-8 twelv� 
pillars were set up corresponding to the twelve tribes, perhaps 
reflected here by the presence of the twelve tribes in the. presence 

of the Lord (vv. 1 2-13) .  
8. Finally, what began as the clear exposition of the law in oral form 

(q) is to be completed by the clear (ba'er) and accurate inscription of 
the same law, now in written form (cf. 5 : 22; 9 : 1 0) .  This was later 
copied on to the stones by Joshua from the Book of the Law, and 
then publicly read before all the people Qosh. 8 : 3 2-3 5) .  In order to 
read every word, this process may well have been facilitated by the 
plaster coating on the stones and the use of black or red ink, and 
such an inscription may have stood as a silent witness against sinful 
Israel (Barker 1998 :  287; also see commentary on q). 

ii: The ratiji,cation of the covenant and witness of the Levitical 

priests (27:cr-r3) 

9-10. The second group to witness the ratification of the 
covenant are the Levitical priests, who will recite the curses in verses 
14-26. Together with Moses (thus providing continuity for the 

future), they command Israel to be silent (sakat only here) . You have 
now become the people of the LORD your God (v. 9) emphasizes the 
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continual nature of covenant renewal (cf 4:20; 9 :26; 26: 1 6-1 9) .  Israel 
must always reflect on who she really is, as defined by obedience to 
the covenant laws (v. l o) . These verses form a rhetorical bridge 
between 26: 1 6-19  and 28 : 1 ,  with 27:9-ro  repeating the language of 
26: 1 6-19 ,  and 2T I O  reflecting the language of 28 : r .  This may 
suggest that the call to 'silence' stands as a liturgical introduction to 

the announcement of the blessings and curses to follow in 28 : 1-68 
(cf Zeph. r :7;  Hab. 2 :20) . In the meantime, this may also include 
the Levites' pronouncement of the twelve curses in verses 14-26 
that relate to secret sinning (seter) . 

I I-13. Moses now speaks alone, assigning the tribes (including 
Levi) to the two mountains for the formal declaration of the blessing 
(Gerizim) and curse (Ebal) . It is not clear whether each tribe faced 
the mountains, or faced the ark of the covenant with their backs to the 
mountains (cf. Josh. 8 : 3 3) .  Those who were to stand on Mount 

Gerizim were all descendants of Leah (four) and Rachel (two), with 
Joseph representing Ephraim and Manasseh, and Levi included as 

well in the blessing tribes. Those who were to stand on Mount Ebal 
were descendants of Leah (two), and the remaining four were Jacob's 
descendants by the maidservants Zilpah and Bilhah. 

iii. The divine sanaions as a response to oath taking (2J:r4-26) 

14-26. Quite surprisingly, even though both blessings and curses 
are expected, only curses are recited by the Levitical priests (v. 9; cf. 
3 1 :9-1 3) ,  because the tribe of Levi has already been included in the 
blessing group on Mount Gerizim. Why then should only curses 
follow, and why locate the altar on Mount Ebal, the place of curse? 
It would have made better sense to sacrifice and rejoice before the 
Lord on the Mount that speaks of blessing. The clue to this situ­
ation may be twofold. (1) First, as a conclusion to the laws of chap­

ters l 2 - 26, the procedure of oath taking requires divine sanction 
(curse), which takes the form of apodictic prohibitions (sealed as 

self-curses with the amens) that are therefore not likely to come into 
open court for trial and judgment. The reason is that the prohibit­
ed deeds listed (twelve in order to align with Exod. 24: 3-8 and the 
twelve tribes gathered here) are explicitly secret (vv. l 5 ,  24) , or the 
sort of behaviour carried out in private and therefore hard to 

discover (e.g. v. 1 8) ,  and known to Yahweh. These curses reinforce 
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are expected, only curses are recited by the Levitical priests (v. 9; cf. 
3 1 :9-1 3) ,  because the tribe of Levi has already been included in the 
blessing group on Mount Gerizim. Why then should only curses 
follow, and why locate the altar on Mount Ebal, the place of curse? 
It would have made better sense to sacrifice and rejoice before the 
Lord on the Mount that speaks of blessing. The clue to this situ­
ation may be twofold. (1) First, as a conclusion to the laws of chap­

ters l 2 - 26, the procedure of oath taking requires divine sanction 
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the point that Yahweh sees and knows what happens in secret, and 
consequently Israel cannot pay mere lip service to these laws, or 
secretly devise ways of getting around them.84 (2) '\X,"hy place the 
altar and curse on Ebal? The short answer may be that the sym­
bolism of the location (in physical terms as well) may have the 
effect of emphasizing that the covenant continually stands under 
the curse for failure to keep it. Therefore Israel agrees to accept 
the curse for failure to keep the covenant 0\1cConville 2002: 3 89). 
This is consistent with the idea of the law as a witness against 
Israel, suggesting that it will fail to keep the law (cf. 3 1 : 1 6-17,  26-
27; Barker 1 998 :  286-289) .8 5 

r 5 .  The first curse is the longest, and deals with the making of 
carved images or cast idols, the chief symbol of turning away from 
Yahweh (4: 1 6 ,  2 3 ,  2 5 ) .  Idolatry is the most offensive sin in 
Deuteronomy, and here it stands alone in this list as being called 
detestable to the LORD. Thus, all that follows hangs upon the first two 
commandments (cf. 5 :1-1 o) and Israel's ability to fear, love and 
serve the Lord only. Here there is also a touch of sarcasm and irony 
in relating the idol to the work of the craftsman's hands (cf. Isa. 
44:9-20 ). The secrecy clause aims to prevent the covert cult of small 
idols in the home, which may be reflected at T25-26 (cf. Josh. 
24: 14-1 5 ,  2 3 ;  l Sam. 7: 3-4) . 

r6. Next to the vertical worship of God, the honour of father 
and mother on the horizontal level (the fifth commandment and 
turning point of the Decalogue) is the cornerstone of Israelite law 
and society (see commentary on 5 :  l 6) . Here the curse is directed to 
those who dishonour (qala) their parents. The expression is also used 
at 2 5 : 3 ,  where it carries the idea of being humiliated, degraded or 
belittled in terms of the criminal who is flogged. To curse parents 
was a capital offence (Exod. 2 l :  l 7; Lev. 20:9) ,  undermining the 
importance of the family in Israelite society (cf. 2 l :  l 8-2 l) . This 
would have been tempting to do in secret. 

84. Tigay ( 1996: 254) suggests that these twelve curses form a parallel with 

29: 1 7-28, where Moses warns Israel that secret sins will be detected by 

Yahweh and punished (esp. v. 1 9) · 
8 5 .  Israel's future failure is also \Vitnessed by the Song of Moses at p: 1-47. 
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17-19. The next three curses have to do with care and respect 
for other people. Heading the list (v. l 7) is the important issue of the 
landmark or boundary stone which may have been surreptitiously 
removed (see commentary on 1 9 : 14) .  This illustrates the central 
importance of the individual's right to have his share of the inher­
itance of the land protected, as a matter of life and death ( c£ l Kgs 
2 1 : 1-26). The case of the blind man (v. 1 8 ; cf. Lev. 1 9 : 14) has not 
been addressed previously in Deuteronomy, but the curses (vv. 17  
and 1 9) framing verse l 8 illustrate the vulnerability of  the blind, and 
so seek to give much-needed protection regarding deceitful dealing 
and the impossibility of identifying the offender. Finally, verse 19  
upholds the basic requirement of  justice for the alien, fatherless and 
widow, who had no legal defence and no way of redressing an 
offence in law. These concerns lie at the heart of Deuteronomy's 
ethics (c£ 1 6: 1 8-20; 24: 17-1 8) .  

20-23 .  The following four curses all relate to sexual offences. 
These are framed with the man who sleeps with his stepmother 
(v. 20; cf. 22 : 30; Lev. 1 8 : 8 ;  20:1  l) , and the man who sleeps with his 
mother-in-law, mentioned here for the first time (v. 23 ;  c£ Lev. l 8 : 17; 
20: 14). Between these curses is the inclusion of 'all' (or af!)!) forms 
of bestiality (v. 2 l) which is the only sexual offence in the Covenant 
Code (Exod. 22: 19  [ET] ; cf. Lev. 1 8 : 2 3 ;  20: 1 5-16) .  Not only was this 
sin a serious aberration of God's purpose for creation (Gen. 1 :26-
28) , but its link with the worship of pagan gods at Exodus 22 : 1 9-
20 [ET] may also be associated with the animal gods of Egypt. This 
provides a further link with the adjoining curse at verse 22, 
concerning intercourse with a step-sister or half-sister (cf. Lev. l 8 :9, 
l l [ET] ; 20: 1 7  [ET]) .  

24-25 .  The specific laws in this section conclude with two cases 
that relate to murder (p7) .  This is appropriate, for Deuteronomy 
is all about life and death within the land (30: 1 5-20) .  Moreover, the 
sixth commandment on murder (1 9 : 1  - 22 : 8) receives the longest 
exposition within the law section (chs. 1 2  - 26) .  In verses 24-25 the 
Hebrew word is 'smite' (naka; cf. rafab, murder at 5 : 1 7) ,  but it is 
correctly translated as kills in the NIV , and this is supported by other 
uses of the word in Deuteronomy where death is implied (e.g. 2: 3 3 ;  
3 : 3) .  Furthermore, the use of naka may originally have been 
suggested by its use at Exodus 2: l 2, where killing a person secret!J 
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(v. 24) may reflect the situation at 2 1 : 1-9 .  In such a case the reciting 
of the curse would provide extra cover for the innocent, and 
condemn the guilty party. The same would apply to someone who 
accepts a bribe (v. 2 5)  in order to kill an innocent person. Presumably, 
a man would not accept a bribe unless he thought his action would 
remain unknown, thereby enabling him to profit from it. 

26. Finally, verse 26 forms an inclusio with verse 3 ,  v.Tj_th the words 
of this law. This probably refers to the keeping of the entire law of 
Deuteronomy, including the Song of Moses (3 2:44-47) , which 
performs a similar function to 27: 14-26. 

Meaning 
Chapter 27 makes an important literary and theological connection 
with 1 1 :26-32 in terms of Mounts Gerizim and Ebal and the asso­
ciated blessings and curses, as well as commitment to the covenant 
laws. As such, these passages provide a frame for the laws in chap­
ters 1 2 - 26, establishing a final link between Horeb, Moab and 
Shechem on the basis of todqy (27 : 1 ,  r o-1 1 ;  cf. 5 : 1) .  However, 
chapter 27 locates the altar and the inscription of the laws upon the 
mountain of curse, Mount Ebal, which must be replicated when 
Israel crosses the Jordan (27 : 1-8; cf. Josh. 8 : 30-3 5) .  Both the elders 
(27 : 1 )  and the Levitical priests (27 :9) witness this event, and will 
ensure the future of the law. Even though Moses announces both 
blessings and curses (27: 1 1- 1 3) ,  only twelve curses are recited by 
the priestly Levites (27: 14-26; cf. 29 : 1 7-28) .This appears to be a 
deliberate literary and theological ploy, providing a fitting conclu­
sion to the laws already given, and focusing especially on secret 
aspects of breaking the law. Furthermore, these laws remind Israel 
(symbolized by the twelve curses) that they stand under the curse as 
far as covenant and law are concerned. 

E. Declaration of the covenant sanctions: blessings and 
curses (28:1-68) 

Context 
Ancient treaties and law codes usually ended with a section on bless­
ings and curses. The appearance of this feature here is an indication 
that Deuteronomy is not just a series of long sermons, but was used 
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in covenant renewal ceremonies, as with :\fount Ebal in the previous 
chapter. However, in the context of :\foses' second and longest 
sermon (4:44 - 28:68), these blessings and curses constitute his final 
appeal to the nation to keep the law. In doing so, 28 :1  also links to 
26: 16-19, providing a transition between the specific covenant stipu­
lations of 1 2: 1  - 26: 1 5  and 27: 1  - 28:68.  Chapter 28 begins with the 
blessings (vv. l-14) .  These really sum up the Lord's full covenant of 
love and grace towards Israel in terms of the promise of the land, 
and are therefore not deservedblessings (cf. 7 : 12-16) .  They will come 
to pass if Israel does not depart from the Lord by following other 
gods (v. 14). But the curses that follow the blessings are faur times 
more numerous (vv. l 5-68 ;  cf. Lev. 26 : 14-46, three times more 
numerous). This is in accordance with the practice of ancient treaties. 
However, the order of blessings followed by curses resembles ancient 
law codes. 86 But here, these parallels may be more than simply 
following Ancient Near Eastern treaties. The length of the curses may 
evoke some pessimism about Israel's ability to keep the law (as well as 
possible motivation to keep it) , suggesting that Israel's future lies 
under curse and not blessing (Barker 1 998 :  284; cf. 3 1 :24-29; 32 : 1-43). 
The chapter may be divided into the following four sections: ( 1) verses 
1-14; (2) verses 1 5-44; (3) verses 45-57; (4) verses 5 8-68 .  

Comment 

i: The blessings (28:r-r4) 

r-2. Verse 1 opens with the conditional: 'If you fully obey the 
voice of the LORD your God' (framing vv. 1-2). It takes the reader 
back to Moab at 26: 1 6-19, especially linking 28 : 1  b with 26 : 19a (with 
Israel being set high above the nations) , obedience to the Lord's 'voice' 
(28: 1-2; cf. 26: 1 7) ,  and the threefold todqy or this dqy (28 : 1 ,  1 3 ,  14) 
with the threefold todqy of 26: 1 6-1 8 .  Enjoyment of the covenant 
blessings would not be based on merit, but on Israel's obedience to 
all the Lord's commands included in the section (vv. 1-2, 9, 1 3-14) .  

3-6. This passage contains six successive phrases in the Hebrew, 
beginning with 'blessed are you' (all in the sing.) . These sound like 

86. Blessings and curses provide a canonical frame to the Pentateuch. 
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liturgical priestly blessings, focusing on agriculture and fertility. They 
correspond to the curses of verses 1 6-19 ,  which may ha\·e been 
modelled on the blessings of \·erses 3-6, although the third and 
fourth blessings are reversed, and the yung of )'Our livestock (\·. 4) is 
omitted in verse l 8 (also by LXX). Verses 3 and 6 correspond to each 
other as polar opposites. The expression come in . . .  go out (v. 6) indi­
cates the ability to come and go in all the affairs of life (3 r :2 ;  Josh. 
14: 1 1 ;  r Kgs 3 :7 ;  Ps. 1 2 1 :7-8; Isa. 3 7:28) .  The intervening blessings 
relating to fruitfulness of people, ground and animals (V\� 4-5) 87 
are anchored in God's covenant promise of love sworn to the 
Patriarchs (cf. 7= 1 2-1 3 ;  Gen. 1 2: 1-3) . 

7-14. The six blessings in verses 3-6 are reflected by the promises 
in verses 7-1 3 ,  arranged in a roughly concentric structure as follows: 

A Foreign relations (v. 7) 
B Domestic affairs (v. 8) 
C Israel's covenant Lord and standing (v. 9) 
C1 Israel's covenant Lord and standing (v. l o) 
B1 Domestic affairs (vv. l 1-1 2a) 
A1 Foreign relations (vv. 1 2b-13)  

7, 12b, 13 ·  Verse 7 interprets verse 6 in military terms through the 
ideology of the Divine Warrior (see 3 1 :2, 3-6; cf. Josh. 14: 1 l ;  Ps. 
1 2 r :7-8) (Nelson 2002: 3 30) . Ordered attacks against Israel ('one 
way') will result in a state of panic and dispersion ('seven ways') for 
the enemy. Verse l 2b refers to individual Israelites lending to indi­
vidual non-Israelites (cf. 2 3 : 20 [ET]) .  However, the use of the 
singular ('you') in both 'lending' texts may refer to the covenant 
nation under the blessing of God (also supported by �Iv; lending to 
ma7!JI nations) . Israel will assume the leadership (head) , and will not 
become subservient or indebted (tail) to others (v. 1 3 a; cf. vv. 43-44 
addressed to the individual Israelite in relation to the resident alien) . 
In the clause If you pay attention to the commands (v. l 3 b) , the Hebrew 
kf (if, also at v. 9) can be translated 'as long as' or 'because', in order 

87. For the 'offspring (fegeij of your cattle and the fertility ('aftero� of your 

flock' (vv. 4, r 8, 5 1) see commentary on 7 : 1 3 .  
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to establish a correlation between blessing and covenant faithful­
ness (cf. 28 :  l) (:\1cConville 2002: 404) .  Finally, the promise of verses 
r 2b-1 3  also appears in 1 5 :6 .  

8, r r , 12a. Verse 7 is closely followed by Yahweh's gift of peace 
and blessing in ti.1.eir own land (v. 8), in which Yahweh orders blessing 
as though it were a personified underling (Nelson 2002: 3 3 0) .  This 
will result in the overflow of the barns (v. 8 ;  cf. Prov. 3 : 1 0) ,  as well 
as abundant prosperity in the fruit of the womb, animals and crops 
in the land sworn on oath to the forefathers (v. l 1 ) .  Finally, as a 
frame to barns and work of their hand in verse 8, verse r 2a states 
that the Lord will open the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty (cf Ps. 
104: 3 ,  1 3 ; Job 3 8 :22) ,  to send rain on the land in season (cf l 1 : 1 3-1 8), 
and bless all the work of their hands (cf l 5 :  lo; 2 3: 20 [ET]). 

9, ro. The central piece in this literary structure is a reiteration of 
the Lord's divine promise to establish Israel according to his oath, 
as a holy people, obedient to him. For Yahweh to swear about some­
thing (v. 9) without reference to the ancestors is unique in 
Deuteronomy (Nelson 2002: 3 30) .  At the core of this section (v. 9b) 
are the words: if (Heb. kt) you keep the commands of the LORD your God 
and walk in his ways (cf. v. 1 3 b) .  In that happy relationship, all the 
peoples of the earth will see that Israel is called (or known) by the 
name of the Lord (v. 1 0) ,  expressing ownership and belonging, and 
found only here in Deuteronomy (cf. Isa. 4: 1 ;  Amos 9 : 1 2) .  As a 
result, the nations will stand in awe at the Lord's favour towards 
Israel and they will .fear them (cf. 4: 5-8; 26: 1 9) .  

14. The blessings conclude with a negative command, Do not turn 
aside [sur]from a'!Y of the commands [ mz.wot] . . .  following other gods and serving 
them, providing a frame for the first two commandments ( 5 :7-10) .  
Such a path would destroy the basis of blessing, fellowship and loyalty. 

ii. The curses (28:I5-68) 

1 5-19. Verse l 5 begins this section with a negative counterpart 
to verses 1-2.  It also adds the word decrees (buqqa) to commands. This 
is followed by the first block of curses (vv. 1 6- 19) ,  which precisely 
reverses the blessings of verses 3-6. There does not appear to be 
any distinction between the different words for 'curse' used in verse 
l 5 (qelalot) and in verses l 6-l 9 ( ' artlr, possibly related to an Akkadian 
root meaning 'bind' [by magical means] or 'exorcise'; but see Gen. 
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as though it were a personified underling (Nelson 2002: 3 3 0) .  This 
will result in the overflow of the barns (v. 8 ;  cf. Prov. 3 : 1 0) ,  as well 
as abundant prosperity in the fruit of the womb, animals and crops 
in the land sworn on oath to the forefathers (v. l 1 ) .  Finally, as a 
frame to barns and work of their hand in verse 8, verse r 2a states 
that the Lord will open the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty (cf Ps. 
104: 3 ,  1 3 ; Job 3 8 :22) ,  to send rain on the land in season (cf l 1 : 1 3-1 8), 
and bless all the work of their hands (cf l 5 :  lo; 2 3: 20 [ET]). 

9, ro. The central piece in this literary structure is a reiteration of 
the Lord's divine promise to establish Israel according to his oath, 
as a holy people, obedient to him. For Yahweh to swear about some­
thing (v. 9) without reference to the ancestors is unique in 
Deuteronomy (Nelson 2002: 3 30) .  At the core of this section (v. 9b) 
are the words: if (Heb. kt) you keep the commands of the LORD your God 
and walk in his ways (cf. v. 1 3 b) .  In that happy relationship, all the 
peoples of the earth will see that Israel is called (or known) by the 
name of the Lord (v. 1 0) ,  expressing ownership and belonging, and 
found only here in Deuteronomy (cf. Isa. 4: 1 ;  Amos 9 : 1 2) .  As a 
result, the nations will stand in awe at the Lord's favour towards 
Israel and they will .fear them (cf. 4: 5-8; 26: 1 9) .  

14. The blessings conclude with a negative command, Do not turn 
aside [sur]from a'!Y of the commands [ mz.wot] . . .  following other gods and serving 
them, providing a frame for the first two commandments ( 5 :7-10) .  
Such a path would destroy the basis of blessing, fellowship and loyalty. 

ii. The curses (28:I5-68) 

1 5-19. Verse l 5 begins this section with a negative counterpart 
to verses 1-2.  It also adds the word decrees (buqqa) to commands. This 
is followed by the first block of curses (vv. 1 6- 1 9) ,  which precisely 
reverses the blessings of verses 3-6. There does not appear to be 
any distinction between the different words for 'curse' used in verse 
l 5 (qelalot) and in verses l 6-l 9 ( ' artlr, possibly related to an Akkadian 
root meaning 'bind' [by magical means] or 'exorcise'; but see Gen. 
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1 2: 3 ;  Thompson 1 974: 272). The framing formula,you will be cursed 
(sing.) (vv. 1 6  and 1 9), and cursed (vv. 1 7  and 1 8) ,  matches the six 

instances of blessed in verses 3-6. The reversal of the order of verses 
4-5 in verses 1 1-1 8 may be a rhetorical ploy to intensify a move­
ment from material things to living creatures (Nelson 2002: 3 30) .  

20-44. I t  i s  possible to divide this section into two main cycles, 
each beginning with disease, and concluding with Israel as a thing of 

horror before the nations (vv. 21-26; 27-37) . At the same time, one 

may discern a concentric shape in verses 2 3-42: 

a. Verses 2 3-24 
b. Verses 25-26 

c. Verse 27 
d. Verses 28-29a 

e. Verse 29b 
£ Verses 30---3 3a 

e'. Verse 3 3b 
d'. Verse 34  

c'. Verse 3 5 
b'. Verses 3 6-37 

a' .  Verses 3 8-42 

Agricultural disaster 
Israel as a horror to others 
Incurable boils 
Madness/blindness/what is 
seen 

Exploitation of Israel 
Futility threats 
Exploitation of Israel 
Madness/blindness/what is 
seen 

Incurable boils 
Israel as a horror to others 

Agricultural disaster 

At the centre of this structure is the oppression of Israel and the 

futility threats which rhetorically speak of Israel's final state of help­

lessness, hopelessness and disaster. Finally, verses 43-44 reverse the 
promises of verses 1 2b-1F (Nelson 2002: 3 30) . 

Verses 20---44 contain a group of curses illustrating the kind of 
calamity that might come upon the covenant breaker. Steymans 

(1 99 5b: 1 1 8-141) argues that this section is parallel to VTE 472-
493 (= section 5 6) .  But even within this passage, the differences 

between the texts far outweigh any convincing parallels (e.g. Deut. 
28 speaks of deportation which is of no concern to VTE) . The 
main concern of VTE is that the crown prince designate 

Ashurbanipal be accorded the same loyalty as that given to his father 
Esarhaddon. Also, Deuteronomy 28  may mix items from different 
parts of VTE, making it more likely that both stood in a common 
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tradition, rather than one being dependent upon the other 
('vkConville 2002: 402-403) .  

20. This section begins with three adversities sent by the Lord in 
the form of curses, confusion (c£ 7 :23) and rebuke (mia'eret· onlv here) 0 ' .,, ' 

reversing the blessing language of verse 8, and including eveo'thingyou 
put your hand to. The first-person speech of Yahweh 'forsaking me' 
(v� 2ob; LXX and NIV 'him') intrudes unexpectedly, but emphasizes 

that he is the real speaker (cf. 28 :68) .  
21-26. This opening unit takes us from the threat of diseases (vv. 

21-22) to the possibility of Israel's demise before the nations as a 

thing of horror (vv. 2 5-26). 
21-22. The two passages (vv. 2 1-22, 27-28) introduce diseases (pl.) 

into the larger section of verses l 5-44. The seven diseases of verse 

22 are held together by the general notion of heat, but this raises 
some lexical issues. The first three are diseases, but items four and 
five could be construed as symptoms of disease ('fever' and 'dehy­
dration'), and the last pair as the 'fiery heat' of fever, and 'yellowness' 

of jaundice (Nels on 2002: 3 3 1) .  Alternatively, the middle pair can 
read as scorching heatand drought (reading boreb = drought, rather than 

MT bereb = sword) , with this pair of weather conditions resulting in 
diseased crops, indicated by the final lexical pair (blight, the effect of 
the hot sirocco winds, and mildew or yellowness) .88 

23-24. The description of the seriousness of the drought leads 
to hyperbole. Thus the sky would become bronze, and the earth 

iron (cf. Lev. 26: 1 9  where these are reversed; VTE 63-64 ANET, 
p. 5 3 9 follows Leviticus with the order of iron earth and bronze sky, 

but also has 'may it rain burning coals instead of dew on your land') . 
Verse 24 speaks of the rain turning to dust and powder, which may be 
a consequence of the severe drought in which fierce dust storms 
replace the rain, reversing verse l 2a. 

25-26. The scene changes from the disasters of the domestic 
sphere to defeat at the hands of enemies. Verse 2 5  reverses verse 7 
(cf. Lev. 26: 1 7) .  Instead of being an object of worldwide fiar (v. r o) ,  
Israel will become an object of horror (za'awd; cf. Jer. 24:9-ro; Ezek. 

88 .  See Amos 4:9-ro and Deut. 28:25-27 (also 32 :22-25 is framed by fire 

and sword) . 
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493 (= section 5 6) .  But even within this passage, the differences 

between the texts far outweigh any convincing parallels (e.g. Deut. 
28 speaks of deportation which is of no concern to VTE) . The 
main concern of VTE is that the crown prince designate 

Ashurbanipal be accorded the same loyalty as that given to his father 
Esarhaddon. Also, Deuteronomy 28  may mix items from different 
parts of VTE, making it more likely that both stood in a common 
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tradition, rather than one being dependent upon the other 
('vkConville 2002: 402-403) .  

20. This section begins with three adversities sent by the Lord in 
the form of curses, confusion (c£ 7 :23) and rebuke (mia'eret· onlv here) 0 ' .,, ' 

reversing the blessing language of verse 8, and including eveo'thingyou 
put your hand to. The first-person speech of Yahweh 'forsaking me' 
(v� 2ob; LXX and NIV 'him') intrudes unexpectedly, but emphasizes 

that he is the real speaker (cf. 28 :68) .  
21-26. This opening unit takes us from the threat of diseases (vv. 

21-22) to the possibility of Israel's demise before the nations as a 

thing of horror (vv. 2 5-26). 
21-22. The two passages (vv. 2 1-22, 27-28) introduce diseases (pl.) 

into the larger section of verses l 5-44. The seven diseases of verse 

22 are held together by the general notion of heat, but this raises 
some lexical issues. The first three are diseases, but items four and 
five could be construed as symptoms of disease ('fever' and 'dehy­
dration'), and the last pair as the 'fiery heat' of fever, and 'yellowness' 

of jaundice (Nels on 2002: 3 3 1) .  Alternatively, the middle pair can 
read as scorching heatand drought (reading boreb = drought, rather than 

MT bereb = sword) , with this pair of weather conditions resulting in 
diseased crops, indicated by the final lexical pair (blight, the effect of 
the hot sirocco winds, and mildew or yellowness) .88 

23-24. The description of the seriousness of the drought leads 
to hyperbole. Thus the sky would become bronze, and the earth 

iron (cf. Lev. 26: 1 9  where these are reversed; VTE 63-64 ANET, 
p. 5 3 9 follows Leviticus with the order of iron earth and bronze sky, 

but also has 'may it rain burning coals instead of dew on your land') . 
Verse 24 speaks of the rain turning to dust and powder, which may be 
a consequence of the severe drought in which fierce dust storms 
replace the rain, reversing verse l 2a. 

25-26. The scene changes from the disasters of the domestic 
sphere to defeat at the hands of enemies. Verse 2 5  reverses verse 7 
(cf. Lev. 26: 1 7) .  Instead of being an object of worldwide fiar (v. r o) ,  
Israel will become an object of horror (za'awd; cf. Jer. 24:9-ro; Ezek. 

88 .  See Amos 4:9-ro and Deut. 28:25-27 (also 32 :22-25 is framed by fire 

and sword) . 
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23 :46-47) and international revulsion. In verse 26 Israel will be 
denied the dignity of burial (2 1 :22-2 3 ;  cf. l Sam. 3 1 :8-1 3 ;  2 Sam. 
2 1 : 10--14; the curse of �inurta, VfE 41 A\ET, p. 5 3 8) .  Rather than 
feeding off the land (vv. 4-5 ,  8 ,  l l ) , Israel will be a banquet for 
carnivorous birds and animals. 

27-37. As with verses 21-26, this section opens a second cycle of 
threats, beginning with various diseases (vv. 27-28), and concluding 
with defeat and exile and Israel as a thing of horror before the nations 
(vv. 3 6-37). 

27-28. The sequence of skin diseases and blindness (vv. 27-28) 

is matched in VTE 3 9-40 (ANET, p. 5 3 8) as part of a common 
stock of curse formulas in the second and first millennium BC. 
Further, the seven diseases of verses 27-28 (the first four derma­
tological, and the last three psychological) match the seven disas­
ters of verse 22. But here disease is primarily linked to Egypt and the 
memory of Israel's enslaved past with boils. The term 'boil' (febfn) 
derives from a root which in cognate languages means 'be hot or 
inflamed' (see comment on v. 22 above) and has been variously iden� 
tified with smallpox, elephantiasis and bubonic plague (cf. v. 3 5 ;  
Exod. 9 : 8-1 2 ;  Lev. 1 3 : 1 8-20, 2 3 ;  Job 2 :7) . Together with tumours 

(probably not haemorrhoids; see Firth 2009: 92, 96; cf. l Sam. 5 :6, 

9, 1 2) ,Jestering sores or 'swellings' (cf. Lev. 2 1 :20; 22 :22) and the itch 
(beres; only here) , all are pronounced incurable. 

28. Three diseases of the mind are now given in the order of 
madness (figga'6n; cf. 2 I(gs 9:20; Zech. l 2:4), blindness and confusion (lit. 
'terror or dismay of heart') . The same three words occur in Zechariah 
l 2:4 referring to the panic that seizes horses and horsemen in battle 
and makes them powerless. Here all three terms refer to the heart or 
mind (Thompson 1 974: 274) . The middle term blindness ('iwwar6n; cf 
Zech. 1 2:4) is used in the same way as of the blind person at 27: 1 8  (see 
commentary on 27: 1 7-19) .  But here the notion of blindness (prob­
ably metaphorical; cf v. 29 like a blind man in the dark) is understood 
differently, as deliberate affliction producing helplessness and expo­
sure to exploitation, the reverse of 27: 1 8 . 

29. Israel will be reduced to a condition of blindness at midday, 
when they should be able to see clearly. This verse also reflects 
the plagues of Egypt with the words grope (Heb. mafaf, Exod. l 0:2 l) 
and darkness (Heb. 'apela; Exod. 1 0: 22) . Israel (sing.) will become 
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unsuccessful in everything they do (lit. 'paths'), and each day they 
will be oppressed ('afuq; cf. Lev. 6:4 linked to extortion) and robbed, 
with no-one to help. 

30-3 p. These are known as the futili!J' curses (reversing and frus­
trating the enjoyment of the blessings) . Structurally, they form the 
centre of verses 2 3-42, but they also add a greater rhetorical inten­
sity to verses 27-37 .  Verse 30 echoes the holy war context of 20: 5-
7, but here the wife who is ravished (fagal) by the enemy is mentioned 
first, followed by the inability to enjoy house and vinryard. Next comes 
the slaughtering (tabab) of the ox (main means of livelihood) which 
will not be eaten (by you) , followed by the forcible taking of your 
donkry and sheep, and no-one will rescue them (v. 3 l ;  cf. vv. 29c and 
22:27c) .  The imagery of verses 3 0-3 l is replayed in verses 3 2-3 3a: 

your sons and daughters would be given to another nation, and Israel 
would be powerless to do anything (v. 3 2) .  Furthermore, a nation 
that Israel did not know would eat all they had produced. 

3 3 b-37. The curses mentioned in verses 27-29b are now 
mentioned in reverse order (exploitation of Israel, v. 3 3 b; madness, 
blindness, what is seen, v. 34, here related to the terrible trauma and 
personal loss of war; and incurable boils, v. 3 5 ) .  Finally, Israel as a 
horror (fammd) to others (vv. 3 6-3 7) parallels the conclusion at verses 
25-26, which anticipates the oppression of Israel at the hands of a 
foreign enemy. 

3 6-37. The theme of oppression by foreigners now extends to 
captivity in a foreign land (v. 3 6) ,  including the king at 1 7 : 1 4-20. 
Israel will worship other gods of wood and stone, who cannot hear 
them when they call (cf 4:2 5-3 l ;  29: 1 6-1 8 [ET]) .  As a result, Israel 
(v. 3 7) will become a horror (famma; cf. v. 25) ,  a proverb (miifal) and 
an object of ridicule (senind) in all the nations where they are sent (cf 
r Kgs 9:7; esp. Jer. 24:9; 2 5 : 1 5-1 8) .  

38-44. A further set o f  futility curses follow, taking u s  back into 
the domestic setting (vv. 3 8-42) . But here locusts will devour Israel's 
crops (v. 3 8) ,  worms will eat her grapes (v. 3 9) ,  and the olive trees will 
drop their fruit (v. 40) . Sons and daughters who work on the farms 
will be taken into captivity (v. 41 ; cf v. 32) .  Locusts will destroy all the 
trees and crops (v. 42) . Finally, the resident alien (possibly including 
Canaanites) will prosper and become the creditor, thus enjoying the 
benefits of the land once again, while Israel becomes the borrower 
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23 :46-47) and international revulsion. In verse 26 Israel will be 
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with defeat and exile and Israel as a thing of horror before the nations 
(vv. 3 6-37). 
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is matched in VTE 3 9-40 (ANET, p. 5 3 8) as part of a common 
stock of curse formulas in the second and first millennium BC. 
Further, the seven diseases of verses 27-28 (the first four derma­
tological, and the last three psychological) match the seven disas­
ters of verse 22. But here disease is primarily linked to Egypt and the 
memory of Israel's enslaved past with boils. The term 'boil' (febfn) 
derives from a root which in cognate languages means 'be hot or 
inflamed' (see comment on v. 22 above) and has been variously iden� 
tified with smallpox, elephantiasis and bubonic plague (cf. v. 3 5 ;  
Exod. 9 : 8-1 2 ;  Lev. 1 3 : 1 8-20, 2 3 ;  Job 2 :7) . Together with tumours 

(probably not haemorrhoids; see Firth 2009: 92, 96; cf. l Sam. 5 :6, 

9, 1 2) ,Jestering sores or 'swellings' (cf. Lev. 2 1 :20; 22 :22) and the itch 
(beres; only here) , all are pronounced incurable. 

28. Three diseases of the mind are now given in the order of 
madness (figga'6n; cf. 2 I(gs 9:20; Zech. l 2:4), blindness and confusion (lit. 
'terror or dismay of heart') . The same three words occur in Zechariah 
l 2:4 referring to the panic that seizes horses and horsemen in battle 
and makes them powerless. Here all three terms refer to the heart or 
mind (Thompson 1 974: 274) . The middle term blindness ('iwwar6n; cf 
Zech. 1 2:4) is used in the same way as of the blind person at 27: 1 8  (see 
commentary on 27: 1 7-19) .  But here the notion of blindness (prob­
ably metaphorical; cf v. 29 like a blind man in the dark) is understood 
differently, as deliberate affliction producing helplessness and expo­
sure to exploitation, the reverse of 27: 1 8 . 

29. Israel will be reduced to a condition of blindness at midday, 
when they should be able to see clearly. This verse also reflects 
the plagues of Egypt with the words grope (Heb. mafaf, Exod. l 0:2 l) 
and darkness (Heb. 'apela; Exod. 1 0: 22) . Israel (sing.) will become 

D E C T E R CJ :-..; 0 \f Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : G 8 

unsuccessful in everything they do (lit. 'paths'), and each day they 
will be oppressed ('afuq; cf. Lev. 6:4 linked to extortion) and robbed, 
with no-one to help. 
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centre of verses 2 3-42, but they also add a greater rhetorical inten­
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would be powerless to do anything (v. 3 2) .  Furthermore, a nation 
that Israel did not know would eat all they had produced. 

3 3 b-37. The curses mentioned in verses 27-29b are now 
mentioned in reverse order (exploitation of Israel, v. 3 3 b; madness, 
blindness, what is seen, v. 34, here related to the terrible trauma and 
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25-26, which anticipates the oppression of Israel at the hands of a 
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3 6-37. The theme of oppression by foreigners now extends to 
captivity in a foreign land (v. 3 6) ,  including the king at 1 7 : 1 4-20. 
Israel will worship other gods of wood and stone, who cannot hear 
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(v-.� 43-44), thereby reversing the promises of verses r z.b-r F· 

45-57. Structurally, the link between verse 45 and verse 1 5  may 

serve a dual purpose. First, it may form a frame with verse 1 5 by 

concluding verses 1 5-44. Secondly, like verse 1 5 ,  it may introduce a 

new section with altered perspectives (Nelson 2002: 3 32) .  
45-46. Here, the curses will not only come upon Israel, and overtake 

them (v. r 5 ) ,  but they will pursue them (radap; cf. 30:7) like an enemy 

in warfare until they are destroyed (famad). Disobedience to the voice 
of Yahweh (cf. 4: 1 2-14; p3-27) will bring judgment. The use of 
the conjunction in verse 46 ('and' they will be) ironically links the 
curses with a sign ('ot) and a wonder (miJpe� expressed elsewhere in 

connection with the salvation of Israel (4: 34; 7 : 1 9; 26:8). 

47-48. Verse 47 begins: Because you did not serve, and might simul­
taneously point forwards to explain what is threatened in verse 48, 

as well as point backward as the reason for verse 46 (Nelson 2002: 

3 32) .  These verses present neat contrasts in terms of Yahweh's 

sovereign and benevolent rule over Israel: first, in terms of abun­
dant prosperity, requiring Israel's jqyful and glad service (v. 4 7;  c£ 8 :  1 0-

20; 1 1 : 1 3-17), and secondly, suffering complete deprivation and 

slavery, serving the enemies the Lord sends against them (v. 4-S ; c£ vv. 

2 5 ,  32, 3 3 ,  3 6, 49-57, 6 8) .  The iron yoke on the neck symbolizes subju­

gation by Babylon in Jeremiah 28 : 14 (also see comment on 28 : 37) .  

The iron cannot be broken in a symbolic repudiation of the sign. 

Further, a reverse exodus is now being played out (c£ Lev. 26: 1 3) .  

Finally, the words until he has destrqyedyou (v. 48b) may provide a frame 
for verse 4 5 a within the context of warfare language. 

4()-57· In spite of the apparent closure of verses 45-48, there is 
now a resumption, or a sequence that is well known in the treaty 

curses, that focuses on the ravages of the enemy, including siege 

warfare, resulting in exile (McConville 2002: 407) . 

49-52. The all-devouring alien nation recalls verses 3 2-3 3 ,  and 
the language here is used by Jeremiah 5 :  1 5-r 7,  again pointing to the 

Babylonians Ger. 48 :40; 49:22; Hab. r : 8 ;  cf. Hos. 8 : 1  referring to the 

Assyrians) . The comprehensive catalogue of verse 5 1  reverses and 

cancels out the list that appears at verses 4 and l r ,  except for the fruit 
of the womb, which is picked up at verse 5 3 and applied negatively to 

Israel in order to convey the horrors of siege warfare (Nelson 2002: 
3 32) .  They are a fierce people of unknown language (itself a fore-
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boding image) , whose siege tactics do not find the security of high­

walled cities a problem (v. 5 2; cf. r :28). 

5 3-57. This section draws attention to human atrocities 

committed under siege warfare, which are commonly found in treaty 

curses (esp. VTE 47, 69-72, 7 5 ;  ANET, 5 3 8-540) . The passage 

contrasts the natural appetites of the barbarian (v. 5 l) with the 

unnatural lust of the Israelites (KJine r 96 3 :  r 28) .  

58--68. The conditional nature of verse 5 8 (if you do not careful/y 
follow) begins the last section with words similar to those of verse 1 5 .  

However, the movement between these verses is from oral expos­

ition to a written book (vv. 5 8 , 6 1 ;  29 :19-20, 27; 30: ro-1 l ;  3 l :9, 24-

26) . We have already observed the same movement signalled from 

r :  5 to 27:8 relating to Mount Ebal. The twofold reference to this law 
(Torah) and this book is coupled with a reference to fear the twofold 

glorious and awesome name of the Lord your God (v. 5 8), which looks 

like a kind of signature (McConville 2002: 408;  cf. Ps. 99: 3-4 linked 

to the Lord's love of justice). Lingering illnesses (v. 5 9) will follow, 

including the dreaded diseases of Egypt (v. Go; c£ v. 27), some not 

even recorded in the Book of the Law (v. 6 1) .  

62--63. Here the second-person plural i s  used in order to provide 

a transition between verses 5 8-6 l and the dispersion referred to in 

verses 63  b-68 .  The threat of obliteration is now modified to that of 

greatly reduced numbers, as an inversion of the promise of great 

numbers at 1 : 1 0-I I ;  10:22 ;  26 : 5  (cf. Gen. 1 5 : 5 ,  1 8) .  Verse 6 3  also 

provides a rhetorical twist and reversal. The Lord's joy in blessing 

Israel will turn into joy in bringing dislocation and destruction. 

64--68. This final section is a picture of exile (v. 64) , and reflects 

language used at 4:27-28 .  The rest from enemies at l 2:9-r o now 
becomes restlessness and anxiety in a foreign place (v. 6 5) ,  which is 

centred on the heart and ryes (vv. 65-67; c£ vv. 3 2-3 5) .  Formerly, the 

nations would experience terror at Israel's hands (2:2 5 ; 1 1 : 2 5 ) ,  but 
now terror will come upon Israel (v. 67). Finally, the very last of the 

curses (v. 68) threatens a return to Egypt (cf. 2 Kgs 25 :26 ;Jer. 43 :4-

7) in boats, 89 and the enslavement from which they have just come. 

89. One possibility is that the ships may have been Phoenician, engaged in 

slave traffic (Ezek. 27: 1 3 ; Joel 3 :6; Amos 1 :9) . 
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(v-.� 43-44), thereby reversing the promises of verses r z.b-r F· 
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But even as sla\�es, they will not be sought after, suggesting either 
that they are now worth nothing, or that their fate has made them 
an object of revulsion to potential purchasers (cf. v. 25b) . 

69 [MT] 29:r [ET] . The placing of verse 69 [ 29: l ET] has been 
much discussed in recent scholarship, but it is best to understand its 
original intention as providing a subscript or summary to chapters 
5 - 28 in terms of 'words of the covenant' (cf. 5 :2-3; esp. see Lev. 
26:46) .9° However, in the final form of Deuteronomy this verse may 
have also served the dual purpose of lookingfimvard in terms of 
covenant oath and recapitulation (cf. 29 :  l [ET] with 29:9 [ET]) found 
in chapters 29 - 30 (also cf. 29: 1-2 [ET] with 4:4 5 - p). Finally, the 
words in addition not only separate Moab from Horeb in terms of 
time and space, but express the idea of a new embodiment or 
renewal of the Horeb covenant, rather than its complete replace­
ment. 

Meaning 
The blessings (vv. 1-14) and curses (vv. l 5-68) of chapter 28 follow ­
the pattern of Ancient Near Eastern treaties in seeking to motivate 
loyalty and obedience in the subjects of die conquering king. But 
within the Pentateuch, the unity and concept of blessing and curse 
drives the narrative from Genesis (the fivefold blessing given to 
Abraham at 1 2: 1-3 ,  reversing the fivefold curse of Gen. 3 - l l) ; the 
blessing of  Jacob (Gen. 49 : 1-3 3) ;  Leviticus 26 : 1-13  (blessings) ; 
Leviticus 26 : 14-46 (curses); and Deuteronomy 27 - 28, 3 2  - 3 3 .91 
Therefore, the assumption behind the blessings and curses within 
the Pentateuch is the sovereignty of Yahweh (monotheism) in all 
the affairs of life. This especially relates to the Lord's covenant with 
Abraham and his progeny to give them a land (Gen. l 2: 1-3 ) . But in 
order to possess this promise in all its fullness, Israel must replicate 
Abraham's obedience to all of the Lord's commands (cf. Gen. 26: 5 ;  

90. On this understanding, Van Rooy (1 9 8 8 :  2 1 5-222) also sees it as a 

'covenant' inclusio with r : r- 5 .  

9 r .  Evans (1 994: 77-89) sees the curses o f  chs. 27 - 28 as a collective whole 

without individual application, directed to those who stand outside of 

the covenant '-""ith Yahweh (cf. 2 Kgs 2 :23-25). 
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Deut. 28 : r ,  1 5 , 5 8) .  The main sin that will undo this blessing and 
incur Yahweh's curses will be Israel's proclivity to go after other 
gods and serve them (28 : 14). Within chapter 28 ,  the curses are four 
times longer than the blessings (c£ Lev. 26:14-46; three times longer 
than the blessings) , which initially may have served the purpose of 
motivating obedience to the laws of chapters 5 - 28 (cf. 29: 1 9-21) .  
But i t  may also suggest that Israel will fail in its attempt to keep the 
demands of the covenant (cf. 3 1 : 14-29) . Even though the curses 
will inevitably follow the blessings (30 : 1 ) ,  God's grace will also 
prevail in the possibility of Israel's return to the Lord (30: 1-ro), 
suggesting that the curses were not alwqys logical or irreversible in 
their desired and rhetorical effects. Finally, the terms of the covenant 
(28:69 [c-H]; 29: r [ET]) from chapters 5 - 28 were to be understood 
as a new embodiment or renewal of the Horeb covenant, and not 
its replacement. 



282 D E L T E R CJ >; Cl \! Y 

But even as sla\�es, they will not be sought after, suggesting either 
that they are now worth nothing, or that their fate has made them 
an object of revulsion to potential purchasers (cf. v. 25b) . 

69 [MT] 29:r [ET] . The placing of verse 69 [ 29: l ET] has been 
much discussed in recent scholarship, but it is best to understand its 
original intention as providing a subscript or summary to chapters 
5 - 28 in terms of 'words of the covenant' (cf. 5 :2-3; esp. see Lev. 
26:46) .9° However, in the final form of Deuteronomy this verse may 
have also served the dual purpose of lookingfimvard in terms of 
covenant oath and recapitulation (cf. 29 :  l [ET] with 29:9 [ET]) found 
in chapters 29 - 30 (also cf. 29: 1-2 [ET] with 4:4 5 - p). Finally, the 
words in addition not only separate Moab from Horeb in terms of 
time and space, but express the idea of a new embodiment or 
renewal of the Horeb covenant, rather than its complete replace­
ment. 

Meaning 
The blessings (vv. 1-14) and curses (vv. l 5-68) of chapter 28 follow ­
the pattern of Ancient Near Eastern treaties in seeking to motivate 
loyalty and obedience in the subjects of die conquering king. But 
within the Pentateuch, the unity and concept of blessing and curse 
drives the narrative from Genesis (the fivefold blessing given to 
Abraham at 1 2: 1-3 ,  reversing the fivefold curse of Gen. 3 - l l) ; the 
blessing of  Jacob (Gen. 49 : 1-3 3) ;  Leviticus 26 : 1-13  (blessings) ; 
Leviticus 26 : 14-46 (curses); and Deuteronomy 27 - 28, 3 2  - 3 3 .91 
Therefore, the assumption behind the blessings and curses within 
the Pentateuch is the sovereignty of Yahweh (monotheism) in all 
the affairs of life. This especially relates to the Lord's covenant with 
Abraham and his progeny to give them a land (Gen. l 2: 1-3 ) . But in 
order to possess this promise in all its fullness, Israel must replicate 
Abraham's obedience to all of the Lord's commands (cf. Gen. 26: 5 ;  

90. On this understanding, Van Rooy (1 9 8 8 :  2 1 5-222) also sees it as a 

'covenant' inclusio with r : r- 5 .  

9 r .  Evans (1 994: 77-89) sees the curses o f  chs. 27 - 28 as a collective whole 

without individual application, directed to those who stand outside of 

the covenant '-""ith Yahweh (cf. 2 Kgs 2 :23-25). 

D E C T E R CJ '-' Cl \! Y 4 : 4 4 - 2 8 : 6 8 

Deut. 28 : r ,  1 5 , 5 8) .  The main sin that will undo this blessing and 
incur Yahweh's curses will be Israel's proclivity to go after other 
gods and serve them (28 : 14). Within chapter 28 ,  the curses are four 
times longer than the blessings (c£ Lev. 26:14-46; three times longer 
than the blessings) , which initially may have served the purpose of 
motivating obedience to the laws of chapters 5 - 28 (cf. 29: 1 9-21) .  
But i t  may also suggest that Israel will fail in its attempt to keep the 
demands of the covenant (cf. 3 1 : 14-29) . Even though the curses 
will inevitably follow the blessings (30 : 1 ) ,  God's grace will also 
prevail in the possibility of Israel's return to the Lord (30: 1-ro), 
suggesting that the curses were not alwqys logical or irreversible in 
their desired and rhetorical effects. Finally, the terms of the covenant 
(28:69 [c-H]; 29: r [ET]) from chapters 5 - 28 were to be understood 
as a new embodiment or renewal of the Horeb covenant, and not 
its replacement. 



3 .  THIRD ADDRES S OF MOS E S :  
RECAPITULATION OF THE COVENANT 
DEMAND AND THE CALL TO CHOOS E 
GOD AND OBEY ( 2 9 : 1  - 3 0 : 2 0) 

Context 
From a literary point of view, it is generally agreed that chapters 
29 - 3 o do not strictly concur with covenant documents as they were 
ordinarily crafted in the ancient world, which concluded with curses 
and blessings. While acknowledging a basic treaty structure for 
Deuteronomy, McCarthy ( l 9 8 l :  204) sees the kernel in chapters 5 -
28 .  This is framed by two independent speeches (Mayes 1 979: 148-
149, 3 5 8-3 5 9) in covenant form, linking Horeb (ch. 4) with Moab 
(chs. 29 - 30) ,  looking at past, present and future, and ending on a 

positive note, thus providing a framework of hope to counter the 
curses of chapter 28 .  Finally, we may broadly agree with McConville 

(2002: 4 1 3) in seeing chapters 29 - 30 as exploring further the impli­
cations of Israel's acceptance of the terms of the covenant, espe­
cially those of the curse (29: 1 9-21 ;  3 0: 1 ,  l 5-20 [ET]) in chapter 28 .  
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A. Israel exhorted to accept the covenant (29:1-15) 

Comment 
2-3 [ET] . The section (v: za [ET]) begins with Moses' summons (lit. 

'call') to all Israel last encountered at 5 :  l with reference to the 
cuvenant at Horeb made '.Vith the present generation. Now alllsrael 
is summoned to respond in obedience to the terms of the renewed 

covenant made at Moab (v: 9 [ET]) .  This section opens with an 
historical review similar to the prologue section in treaties. It is typ­

ically based upon Yahweh's prior action of deliverance from Egypt. 
The wordsyour own ryes have seen (vv: 2b-p [ET]) recall 1 1 : 1-7 (c£ 

Exod. 1 9:4), and the triad of great trials, miraculous signs and great 
wonders is found only here and at 4:34  (cf. 6:22; T 1 9; 26 : 8) ,  referring 

primarily to the plagues of Egypt (c£ Exod. 7: 3-5) .  
4-6 [ET] . But to this dqy the LORD has not given you (second-person 

pl.) a mind (or 'heart') that understands or ryes that see or ears that hear 
(v. 4 [ET]) .  The phrase to this dqy occurs six times in Deuteronomy 

(2:22 ;  3 : 14; r o:8 ;  l 1 :4; 29: 3 ;  34:6) ,  with the sense that nothing has 
really changed, or is likely to do so. Like the exodus, the wilderness 
has failed to bring Israel to a right knowledge, recognition and 
acknowledgment of Yahweh. The same issue is found at 9:4-7 and 
1 0: 1 6, and further anticipated at 3 0:6, which may be seen as the 
narrative solution to 29:4 [ET] 3 [MT] (c£ 3 1 :27-29). The new note 
sounded here is that Yahweh should give the people minds (or 
hearts) to know (c£ 8 : 2-5),  in order to produce right action. In this 
sense, the Lord will have to give the people knowledge, sight and 
obedience (cf. Jer. 24:6-7; 3 1 : 3  3-34; Ezek. 36 :26-28) . 

7-8 [ET] . The reference to the conquests in Transjordan not only 
continues the idea of a test of Israel's obedience, but now places 
Yahweh's great defeat of these kings (cf. 2:24 - 3 : 1  l) as the most 
recent and notable victories of Israel that are related to Moab (v. 7a 
[ET]) .  This includes the preliminary fulfilment of the promise of land 
made to Abraham that takes in the land (inheritance) already given to 
the two and a half tribes east of the Jordan (v. 8 [ET] ; c£ p 2-20). 

9 [ET] . These more recent events provide Israel with a strong 
motivation to obey the covenant made at Moab, as an appropriate 
response and consequence of Yahweh's covenant faithfulness and 
acts of salvation. But here understanding is contingent upon and 
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framed by doing (fakal; cf. Gen. 3 :6; Deut. 32 :29) the words of the 
covenant (cf. v: 9b [ET] framed by v. 2b [ET]) . 1  

IO-I5 [ET] . This passage provides the background for 26 : r 7-r9 

and 27:9 .  N"ow :vfoses gathers up the past of patriarchal promise 
and Horeb assembly into a new act of covenant making and ratifi­
cation for both the present (vv. r o-r3  [ET]) and future (vv. 14-r 5 

[ET]) generations. The message of this passage is presented in a 
chiastic form: 

a. standing (nafab) today in the presence of the Lord (v. ro  [ET]) 
b. making covenant and oath/curse ('ala; v. r 2  [ET]) 
c. his people/your God - patriarchal promise (v. r 3 [ET]) 
bl . making covenant and oath/curse ('ala; v. I4 [ET) 
a1• standing ( 'amad) today in the presence of the Lord (v. r 5 [ET]) 

IO-II [ET] . The opening phrase, standing (v. r o  [ET] ; nafab) before 
the Lord, indicates the liturgical formality and purpose of the gath­
ering. This is followed by something new in terms of the careful 
and accurate enumeration of the covenant members of Israel, 
ordered from the greatest to the least. This inclusive list of leaders 
(cf. Josh. 2 3 :2 ;  24: r = elders, leaders, judges and officials) , men, wives, 
children and resident aliens who chop wood and carry water (cf. 
Josh. 9 :21 ,  2 3 ,  27) all find themselves standing before the Lord. Each 
person is equally important and responsible as a member under the 
terms and sanctions of the covenant. 

I2 [ET] . Israel enters ('passes through' or 'over into it'; 'abaT) this 
covenant which is sealed with an oath/ curse (' alCi). This unique use 
of the word enter is mainly used in Deuteronomy for 'going over' 
into the land. Its usage here may have been suggested by its associ­
ations at 29: r 6-r 8 [ET] with idolatry. Or it may relate to the covenant 
ceremony of 'passing through' the parts of slaughtered animals 
(Gen. q : r 7-r 8) , anticipating the empty oath/curse of 29: r 9-2r 
[ET] (cf. Jer. 34: 1 8) .  

I3 [ET] . This particular expression of the covenant relationship 
forms the rhetorical centre of the section. It recalls 26: r 7-r 8 and 

r .  Contrast Nelson (zoo2: 340) . 
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here refers to the fu!filmentof the oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 
(cf. r : 8 ;  6: r o; 9: 5 ,  27; 3 0: 20). Its function is to reassert the funda­
mental basis on which the covenant is established (and maintained) 
precisely at Israel's most solemn point of covenant commitment 
GvfcConville 2002: 416) .  

14-I 5 [ET] . Future generations are included in and bound by this 
covenant (cf. 29: r r [ET] ; 30:2, 6, r 9; cf. 5 :2-3), as was sometimes the 
case with both Hittite (ANET, pp. 20 3-20 5) and Assyrian (ANET, 

PP· 5 3 4, 5 3 7-5 39) ancient political treaties. 

B. Punishment for disobedience (29:I6-28) 

Comment 
I6-2I [ET] . This section traces a temporal sequence from past 

experience (vv. 1 6-r 7 [ET]) through perilous present (vv. 1 8- 1 9  [ET]) 
to grim future (vv. 20-21 [ET]) .  The covenant placed Israel under 
the inescapable curse that upholds obedience (Nelson 2002: 341) .  

I6-I7. The route from Egypt to Moab exposed Israel to detestable 
(fiqquffm) things (cf. 1 Kgs 1 I : 5 ,  7; 2 Kgs 2 p 3) and idols (gillu!fm; c£ 
Lev. 26:30)2 of wood and stone, silver and gold (vv. 1 6-17 [ET] ; c£ 
wood and stone at 4:28;  28 :64) . Egypt would have inspired the incident 
of the golden calf (9:7-2 1 ;  cf. Exod. 32 : 1-14), and the episode of 
Baal of Peor frames Israel's idolatry at Moab (cf. Num. 2p-5) .  

I8-2r. These verses, which embody the heart of the argument of 
the chapter, are concerned with the liability and responsibility of 
each individual (man or woman), as well as each clan or tribal unit 
within Israel, with regard to the sin of idolatry. Whereas in chapter 
l 3 the people are the agents of punishment because the person 
there sins publicly, here the person's thoughts (whether individual or 
group) are kept private. Therefore, Yahweh himself executes 
punishment (c£ 27= 1 5-26). 

I8. Idolatry begins when the heart deliberately forsakes the Lord 
and turns awqy (jJanCi) to worship other gods, after tasting his 
covenant goodness (c£ 30 : 17 ;  3 1 : 1 8, 20). Such a practice is described 
as a root that produces bitter poison (cf. 3 2 :3 2-3 3 ;Jer. 9: 1 3-1 5) . This 

2. Both terms are found together in 2 Kings 2 3 :24 and Ezek. 20:3 0-3 r .  
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framed by doing (fakal; cf. Gen. 3 :6; Deut. 32 :29) the words of the 
covenant (cf. v: 9b [ET] framed by v. 2b [ET]) . 1  

IO-I5 [ET] . This passage provides the background for 26 : r 7-r9 

and 27:9 .  N"ow :vfoses gathers up the past of patriarchal promise 
and Horeb assembly into a new act of covenant making and ratifi­
cation for both the present (vv. r o-r3  [ET]) and future (vv. 14-r 5 

[ET]) generations. The message of this passage is presented in a 
chiastic form: 

a. standing (nafab) today in the presence of the Lord (v. ro  [ET]) 
b. making covenant and oath/curse ('ala; v. r 2  [ET]) 
c. his people/your God - patriarchal promise (v. r 3 [ET]) 
bl . making covenant and oath/curse ('ala; v. I4 [ET) 
a1• standing ( 'amad) today in the presence of the Lord (v. r 5 [ET]) 

IO-II [ET] . The opening phrase, standing (v. r o  [ET] ; nafab) before 
the Lord, indicates the liturgical formality and purpose of the gath­
ering. This is followed by something new in terms of the careful 
and accurate enumeration of the covenant members of Israel, 
ordered from the greatest to the least. This inclusive list of leaders 
(cf. Josh. 2 3 :2 ;  24: r = elders, leaders, judges and officials) , men, wives, 
children and resident aliens who chop wood and carry water (cf. 
Josh. 9 :21 ,  2 3 ,  27) all find themselves standing before the Lord. Each 
person is equally important and responsible as a member under the 
terms and sanctions of the covenant. 

I2 [ET] . Israel enters ('passes through' or 'over into it'; 'abaT) this 
covenant which is sealed with an oath/ curse (' alCi). This unique use 
of the word enter is mainly used in Deuteronomy for 'going over' 
into the land. Its usage here may have been suggested by its associ­
ations at 29: r 6-r 8 [ET] with idolatry. Or it may relate to the covenant 
ceremony of 'passing through' the parts of slaughtered animals 
(Gen. q : r 7-r 8) , anticipating the empty oath/curse of 29: r 9-2r 
[ET] (cf. Jer. 34: 1 8) .  

I3 [ET] . This particular expression of the covenant relationship 
forms the rhetorical centre of the section. It recalls 26: r 7-r 8 and 

r .  Contrast Nelson (zoo2: 340) . 
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here refers to the fu!filmentof the oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 
(cf. r : 8 ;  6: r o; 9: 5 ,  27; 3 0: 20). Its function is to reassert the funda­
mental basis on which the covenant is established (and maintained) 
precisely at Israel's most solemn point of covenant commitment 
GvfcConville 2002: 416) .  

14-I 5 [ET] . Future generations are included in and bound by this 
covenant (cf. 29: r r [ET] ; 30:2, 6, r 9; cf. 5 :2-3), as was sometimes the 
case with both Hittite (ANET, pp. 20 3-20 5) and Assyrian (ANET, 

PP· 5 3 4, 5 3 7-5 39) ancient political treaties. 

B. Punishment for disobedience (29:I6-28) 

Comment 
I6-2I [ET] . This section traces a temporal sequence from past 

experience (vv. 1 6-r 7 [ET]) through perilous present (vv. 1 8- 1 9  [ET]) 
to grim future (vv. 20-21 [ET]) .  The covenant placed Israel under 
the inescapable curse that upholds obedience (Nelson 2002: 341) .  

I6-I7. The route from Egypt to Moab exposed Israel to detestable 
(fiqquffm) things (cf. 1 Kgs 1 I : 5 ,  7; 2 Kgs 2 p 3) and idols (gillu!fm; c£ 
Lev. 26:30)2 of wood and stone, silver and gold (vv. 1 6-17 [ET] ; c£ 
wood and stone at 4:28;  28 :64) . Egypt would have inspired the incident 
of the golden calf (9:7-2 1 ;  cf. Exod. 32 : 1-14), and the episode of 
Baal of Peor frames Israel's idolatry at Moab (cf. Num. 2p-5) .  

I8-2r. These verses, which embody the heart of the argument of 
the chapter, are concerned with the liability and responsibility of 
each individual (man or woman), as well as each clan or tribal unit 
within Israel, with regard to the sin of idolatry. Whereas in chapter 
l 3 the people are the agents of punishment because the person 
there sins publicly, here the person's thoughts (whether individual or 
group) are kept private. Therefore, Yahweh himself executes 
punishment (c£ 27= 1 5-26). 

I8. Idolatry begins when the heart deliberately forsakes the Lord 
and turns awqy (jJanCi) to worship other gods, after tasting his 
covenant goodness (c£ 30 : 17 ;  3 1 : 1 8, 20). Such a practice is described 
as a root that produces bitter poison (cf. 3 2 :3 2-3 3 ;Jer. 9: 1 3-1 5) . This 

2. Both terms are found together in 2 Kings 2 3 :24 and Ezek. 20:3 0-3 r .  
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may be illustrated by the golden calf incident, in.spired by the root of 
Egyptian idolatry, which the people carried with them out of Egypt, 
coupled with a spirit of continuous rebellion (9:7-24; cf. 3 1 : 27-29) . 

19. The root that bears such evil fruit is now described as a 
person who hears the covenant sanctions (lit. 'words of this curse'), 
but considers himself immune by invoking a blessing on himse!f (lit. 
'in his heart'), and thinking, I will be safe, even though I persist in going my 
own wqy (lit. 'in the stubbornness of my heart'; c£ Jer. 7:4-8). The 
result of such rebellion would be the utter ruin of the watered land as 
well as the d1y (i.e. as a raging bushfire destroys both dry and fresh 
trees alike; cf. l Kgs l 8: 3 8; Luke 2 3 :  3 l) . Thus, if idolatry were to 
take root in Israel, the result would be the utter ruin of the nation 
(c£ 2 Kgs 17 :7-23) (Thompson 1 974: 282) .  

20-2r. Outward conformity to covenant requirements (including 
circumcision) would not save such persons. Those who walk in the 
stubbornness of their own hearts (presumably deliberate sin) would 
not be offered any forgiveness (siilab; only here in Deuteronomy; cf. 
Num. 14:1 9-20; esp. q :25-26; l Kgs 8 : 30--50; 2 Kgs 24:4; Jer. 3 1 : 34). ··· 

Further, the Lord's anger and jealoury would smoulder ( 'afan; cf. Exod. 
1 9 : 1 8 ;  Pss 74: 1 ;  80:4) against that person (cf. 4:24; 6 : 1 5 ; 7:4), and 
every curse ( 'iila) l written in this book would fall (lit. 'crouch'; 30 : 1  
= come upon; cf. 28:4 5 ;  Gen. 4:7) upon them. Yahweh would blot out 
their name from under heaven (c£ 7:24; esp. 9 : 14; 2 5 :6, 1 9) ,  and such 
a person would be singled out from all the tribes of Israel for disaster. 
Moreover, all the curses he had taken lightly would fall heavily upon 
him (c£ Josh. 7 : 14-26; Acts p-1 l) . 

22-28. Some see these verses as a later insertion into the text, 
because the transition to the future appears to be abrupt and unex­
pected (Nelson 2002: 342) . But one can argue that this passage 
follows the logic and argument of 4:2 5-28. Both sections share the 
fulfilment of the curses in history, including the reversal of the 
speech of the nations made at 4: 5-8, now framed at 29:24-28 [ET] . 
The section thus anticipates a time when both the children of the 
present generation and foreigners will look back and see the horror 
of the plagues and diseases inflicted upon the land because of 

3. Translated oath at 29: 1 2, 14, 1 9  and curses at 29:20, 21; 30:7. 
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Israel'sforsaking ('iizab; c£ 28 :20; 3 1 : 1 6-17) the covenant (v. 2 5  [ET] ; 
c£ 5 : 2-3), expressed in the form of apostasy and idolatry ('serving' 
and 'worshipping' other gods; v� 26 [ET]) .  

The argument of dlis section is  presented in the catechetical style 
of question and answer ( c£ 6:20--2 5 ). This is framed by the word 'say' 
('iimat] at the beginning of verse 2 2  [ET] ('a future generation will say' 
- both your children and foreigners), followed by verse 24 [ET] ('and 
all the nations will ask'), concluding with verse 2 5  ('and they will say'). 
This last reference might refer to the deductions of the nations them­
selves or to others, including Israel (cf. l Kgs 9 :8-9;Jer. 22:8-5)). 

A further concentric pattern is present, which highlights 
Yahweh's wrath (here in its most concentrated form in the book) in 
the following way: 'wrath', 'hot anger', and 'great fury' (vv. 2 3 ,  28 
[ET]) surround 'burning anger' (vv. 24, 27 [ET]) .  The first of  the 
references to Yahweh's wrath and hot anger at verse 2 3 [ET] likens 
the land to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, with its soil 
a burning waste, ruined by salt and sulphur, thereby preventing any 
form of growth and vegetation (c£ Gen. 1 9:24-25) .  Then, as a result 
of this ruin in the frame at verse 28 [ET] , the Lord, in his threefold 
wrath, hot anger and great fury, uprooted (emphatic position) Israel 
from their land (cf. Ps. 80:8-9) and thrust them into another land, as 
it is now. These words are best understood as a response that will be 
used in the future to the question at verse 2 5 [ET] . 

Finally, Israel's abandonment of the Horeb and Abrahamic 
covenants (vv. 25-26) is framed by the curses of Yahweh's burning 
anger (vv. 24, 2 7) . This covenant was abandoned for other gods . . .  thry 
did not know, gods he had not given them (v. 26 [ET] ; c£ 4: 1 9; see commen­
tary on 4: 1 7-19) .  

C. Secret and revealed things (29:29) 

Comment 

29 [ET] . The secret things (nistiirot), including the unfathomable 
wisdom of God's creation, plan, election and grace, as this relates to 
Israel's future in particular (30: 1-ro; esp. 30:6), are God's concern. 
But the things that are revealed, such as God's law and his will 
expressed through it (3 o: l l -14), belong to us and to our children for ever, 
that we mqyfollow all the words of this law (c£ H ;  6 :20--2 5 ) .  
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may be illustrated by the golden calf incident, in.spired by the root of 
Egyptian idolatry, which the people carried with them out of Egypt, 
coupled with a spirit of continuous rebellion (9:7-24; cf. 3 1 : 27-29) . 

19. The root that bears such evil fruit is now described as a 
person who hears the covenant sanctions (lit. 'words of this curse'), 
but considers himself immune by invoking a blessing on himse!f (lit. 
'in his heart'), and thinking, I will be safe, even though I persist in going my 
own wqy (lit. 'in the stubbornness of my heart'; c£ Jer. 7:4-8). The 
result of such rebellion would be the utter ruin of the watered land as 
well as the d1y (i.e. as a raging bushfire destroys both dry and fresh 
trees alike; cf. l Kgs l 8: 3 8; Luke 2 3 :  3 l) . Thus, if idolatry were to 
take root in Israel, the result would be the utter ruin of the nation 
(c£ 2 Kgs 17 :7-23) (Thompson 1 974: 282) .  

20-2r. Outward conformity to covenant requirements (including 
circumcision) would not save such persons. Those who walk in the 
stubbornness of their own hearts (presumably deliberate sin) would 
not be offered any forgiveness (siilab; only here in Deuteronomy; cf. 
Num. 14:1 9-20; esp. q :25-26; l Kgs 8 : 30--50; 2 Kgs 24:4; Jer. 3 1 : 34). ··· 

Further, the Lord's anger and jealoury would smoulder ( 'afan; cf. Exod. 
1 9 : 1 8 ;  Pss 74: 1 ;  80:4) against that person (cf. 4:24; 6 : 1 5 ; 7:4), and 
every curse ( 'iila) l written in this book would fall (lit. 'crouch'; 30 : 1  
= come upon; cf. 28:4 5 ;  Gen. 4:7) upon them. Yahweh would blot out 
their name from under heaven (c£ 7:24; esp. 9 : 14; 2 5 :6, 1 9) ,  and such 
a person would be singled out from all the tribes of Israel for disaster. 
Moreover, all the curses he had taken lightly would fall heavily upon 
him (c£ Josh. 7 : 14-26; Acts p-1 l) . 

22-28. Some see these verses as a later insertion into the text, 
because the transition to the future appears to be abrupt and unex­
pected (Nelson 2002: 342) . But one can argue that this passage 
follows the logic and argument of 4:2 5-28. Both sections share the 
fulfilment of the curses in history, including the reversal of the 
speech of the nations made at 4: 5-8, now framed at 29:24-28 [ET] . 
The section thus anticipates a time when both the children of the 
present generation and foreigners will look back and see the horror 
of the plagues and diseases inflicted upon the land because of 

3. Translated oath at 29: 1 2, 14, 1 9  and curses at 29:20, 21; 30:7. 
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Israel'sforsaking ('iizab; c£ 28 :20; 3 1 : 1 6-17) the covenant (v. 2 5  [ET] ; 
c£ 5 : 2-3), expressed in the form of apostasy and idolatry ('serving' 
and 'worshipping' other gods; v� 26 [ET]) .  

The argument of dlis section is  presented in the catechetical style 
of question and answer ( c£ 6:20--2 5 ). This is framed by the word 'say' 
('iimat] at the beginning of verse 2 2  [ET] ('a future generation will say' 
- both your children and foreigners), followed by verse 24 [ET] ('and 
all the nations will ask'), concluding with verse 2 5  ('and they will say'). 
This last reference might refer to the deductions of the nations them­
selves or to others, including Israel (cf. l Kgs 9 :8-9;Jer. 22:8-5)). 

A further concentric pattern is present, which highlights 
Yahweh's wrath (here in its most concentrated form in the book) in 
the following way: 'wrath', 'hot anger', and 'great fury' (vv. 2 3 ,  28 
[ET]) surround 'burning anger' (vv. 24, 27 [ET]) .  The first of  the 
references to Yahweh's wrath and hot anger at verse 2 3 [ET] likens 
the land to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, with its soil 
a burning waste, ruined by salt and sulphur, thereby preventing any 
form of growth and vegetation (c£ Gen. 1 9:24-25) .  Then, as a result 
of this ruin in the frame at verse 28 [ET] , the Lord, in his threefold 
wrath, hot anger and great fury, uprooted (emphatic position) Israel 
from their land (cf. Ps. 80:8-9) and thrust them into another land, as 
it is now. These words are best understood as a response that will be 
used in the future to the question at verse 2 5 [ET] . 

Finally, Israel's abandonment of the Horeb and Abrahamic 
covenants (vv. 25-26) is framed by the curses of Yahweh's burning 
anger (vv. 24, 2 7) . This covenant was abandoned for other gods . . .  thry 
did not know, gods he had not given them (v. 26 [ET] ; c£ 4: 1 9; see commen­
tary on 4: 1 7-19) .  

C. Secret and revealed things (29:29) 

Comment 

29 [ET] . The secret things (nistiirot), including the unfathomable 
wisdom of God's creation, plan, election and grace, as this relates to 
Israel's future in particular (30: 1-r o; esp. 30:6), are God's concern. 
But the things that are revealed, such as God's law and his will 
expressed through it (3 o: l l -14), belong to us and to our children for ever, 
that we mqyfollow all the words of this law (c£ H ;  6 :20--2 5 ) .  
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lvleaning 
Chapter 29 draws attention to the terms and implications of Israel's 

entering into the covenant that is sealed with a 'curse' (v. 1 2  [ET]),  
involving both present and future generations (vv. I I-I 5 ) .  The new 
element here is that all members of the community, from the leaders 
to menial servants, stand as individuals before the Lord (vv. 9-I 5 ) ,  
and are thus under the curse and wrath of God if  the covenant is 
broken. The chapter especially recalls the standpoint of chapter I 3 
on apostasy and idolatry (\� I 8 [ET]). This is then developed in terms 
of the person who might hear the words of the curse, and then 

invoke a blessing upon himself, thinking that he is safe from the 
curse, while continuing in his own stubborn and rebellious ways (cf 
27: I  5 -26) .  Such a person is a root, whose bitter poison can bring 
ruin to the entire nation (v. I 9 ET]). Earlier, this is attributed to the 
absence of 'a heart to know, eyes to see and ears to hear' to 'this 

day' (v. 4 [ET]) .  Such sin will never be forgiven within Israel. The 
wrath of the Lord (vv. 20-28 [ET]) will 'burn' against such a person, 
and 'single' him out for the full quota of curses contained in chap- .· 

ters 27 - 28 (v. 2 I [ET]) .  In time this will lead to the land itself 

becoming an unproductive burning waste like Sodom and Gomorrah, 
prompting the nations to ask why this should be so. The answer will 
be that Israel abandoned the covenant of the Lord by worshipping 

other gods they did not know, gods he had not given them (vv. 22-
28;  cf. 4: I 9; 28 :64) . As a result, the Lord's anger will burn against the 
land, uprooting Israel and thrusting them into another land, as it is 
now. Finally, verse 29 [ET] flows into the following chapter, where 
the resolution to this failure is described (see commentary above) . 

D. Repentance and restoration (30:1-20) 

Context 
Beyond the curse of exile, this chapter expounds the possibility of 
a new beginning. If Israel lacked a 'heart to know' (29:4 ET]), leading 
to her exile, this will be remedied by Yahweh himself, who will 
provide a 'heart to know' by circumcising Israel's heart (30:6) (Barker 
2004: 141) .  The main theological issue in this chapter can be broadly 
summarized with three modern approaches. ( r) One approach sees 
Yahweh's circumcision (v. 6) as a pre-condition for Israel's response to 
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the Lord in all three sections (vv. I-Io, I I-I4, I 5-20) of the chapter 
(Barker 2004: 2 I7-22I) .  (2) A second approach regards Israel's repent­
ance and obedience as a pre-condition for Yahweh's new acts of grace 
and salvation throughout the chapter (Craigie 1 976: 3 63-364) .  (3) A 

third approach takes a more mediating course and sees a balance 
between Israel's repentance and Yahweh's grace that cannot be reduced in 
any polarized way (McConville 2002: 424).4 

Finally, the chapter divides clearly into three sections (vv. I-IO, 
I I-I4 and I 5-20) . Also, 3o: I-IO closely resembles 4:29-3 I in future 
outlook and audience, but goes a step further in speaking about a 

return from exile. In chapter 3 0  there is a shift from the second­
person plural of chapter 29 to the second-person singular form of 
address. The final section on choosing life (3o : I 9-20) reflects 4: I ,  as 
well as echoing the choice between the two trees back in Eden (Gen. 
p -24) .  

Comment 

z: Future blessing as a spur to present obedience (3o:r-ro) 

r-2. These verses form one long sentence, with verses 1-2 as 
protasis (when) and verse 3 as apodosis or result (then). The expres­
sion When all these blessings and curses . . .  come upon you (v. r) assumes 
that Israel will move from experiencing a time of blessing within 
the Promised Land to one of curse, in that order. This can only 
happen because of covenant violation, resulting in dispersion 

among the nations (cf 4:27; 28 :64-68) . The verb disperse (nadab; lit. 

'driven one' = sing.; also v. 4) refers to persons who would drive the 
Israelites away from their God (back at 1 3 :6, r r , 14) .  That role is 
now reversed by the Lord himself, who 'drives' Israel away to 
foreign lands because of her apostasy (cf. v. I T  drawn awqy after 
other gods) . However, the prospect of a return to the Lord your God 

(fub; v. 2;  found seven times in vv. 1-ro) defines the direction of 

4. The chapter contains a sevenfold reference to today (vv. 2, 8, r r ,  r 5 ,  r6, 

r 8, 19) ,  thus enhancing its rhetorical intensity in all three sections. This 

may intend to hold in tension future ideal (v. 6) with present reality or 

possibility (vv. r r-14; c£ 1 5 :4-5, r r) .  
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lvleaning 
Chapter 29 draws attention to the terms and implications of Israel's 

entering into the covenant that is sealed with a 'curse' (v. 1 2  [ET]),  
involving both present and future generations (vv. I I-I 5 ) .  The new 
element here is that all members of the community, from the leaders 
to menial servants, stand as individuals before the Lord (vv. 9-I 5 ) ,  
and are thus under the curse and wrath of God if  the covenant is 
broken. The chapter especially recalls the standpoint of chapter I 3 
on apostasy and idolatry (\� I 8 [ET]). This is then developed in terms 
of the person who might hear the words of the curse, and then 

invoke a blessing upon himself, thinking that he is safe from the 
curse, while continuing in his own stubborn and rebellious ways (cf 
27: I  5 -26) .  Such a person is a root, whose bitter poison can bring 
ruin to the entire nation (v. I 9 ET]). Earlier, this is attributed to the 
absence of 'a heart to know, eyes to see and ears to hear' to 'this 

day' (v. 4 [ET]) .  Such sin will never be forgiven within Israel. The 
wrath of the Lord (vv. 20-28 [ET]) will 'burn' against such a person, 
and 'single' him out for the full quota of curses contained in chap- .· 

ters 27 - 28 (v. 2 I [ET]) .  In time this will lead to the land itself 

becoming an unproductive burning waste like Sodom and Gomorrah, 
prompting the nations to ask why this should be so. The answer will 
be that Israel abandoned the covenant of the Lord by worshipping 

other gods they did not know, gods he had not given them (vv. 22-
28;  cf. 4: I 9; 28 :64) . As a result, the Lord's anger will burn against the 
land, uprooting Israel and thrusting them into another land, as it is 
now. Finally, verse 29 [ET] flows into the following chapter, where 
the resolution to this failure is described (see commentary above) . 

D. Repentance and restoration (30:1-20) 

Context 
Beyond the curse of exile, this chapter expounds the possibility of 
a new beginning. If Israel lacked a 'heart to know' (29:4 ET]), leading 
to her exile, this will be remedied by Yahweh himself, who will 
provide a 'heart to know' by circumcising Israel's heart (30:6) (Barker 
2004: 141) .  The main theological issue in this chapter can be broadly 
summarized with three modern approaches. ( r) One approach sees 
Yahweh's circumcision (v. 6) as a pre-condition for Israel's response to 
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the Lord in all three sections (vv. I-Io, I I-I4, I 5-20) of the chapter 
(Barker 2004: 2 I7-22I) .  (2) A second approach regards Israel's repent­
ance and obedience as a pre-condition for Yahweh's new acts of grace 
and salvation throughout the chapter (Craigie 1 976: 3 63-364) .  (3) A 

third approach takes a more mediating course and sees a balance 
between Israel's repentance and Yahweh's grace that cannot be reduced in 
any polarized way (McConville 2002: 424).4 

Finally, the chapter divides clearly into three sections (vv. I-IO, 
I I-I4 and I 5-20) . Also, 3o: I-IO closely resembles 4:29-3 I in future 
outlook and audience, but goes a step further in speaking about a 

return from exile. In chapter 3 0  there is a shift from the second­
person plural of chapter 29 to the second-person singular form of 
address. The final section on choosing life (3o : I 9-20) reflects 4: I ,  as 
well as echoing the choice between the two trees back in Eden (Gen. 
p -24) .  

Comment 

z: Future blessing as a spur to present obedience (3o:r-ro) 

r-2. These verses form one long sentence, with verses 1-2 as 
protasis (when) and verse 3 as apodosis or result (then). The expres­
sion When all these blessings and curses . . .  come upon you (v. r) assumes 
that Israel will move from experiencing a time of blessing within 
the Promised Land to one of curse, in that order. This can only 
happen because of covenant violation, resulting in dispersion 

among the nations (cf 4:27; 28 :64-68) . The verb disperse (nadab; lit. 

'driven one' = sing.; also v. 4) refers to persons who would drive the 
Israelites away from their God (back at 1 3 :6, r r , 14) .  That role is 
now reversed by the Lord himself, who 'drives' Israel away to 
foreign lands because of her apostasy (cf. v. I T  drawn awqy after 
other gods) . However, the prospect of a return to the Lord your God 

(fub; v. 2;  found seven times in vv. 1-ro) defines the direction of 

4. The chapter contains a sevenfold reference to today (vv. 2, 8, r r ,  r 5 ,  r6, 

r 8, 19) ,  thus enhancing its rhetorical intensity in all three sections. This 

may intend to hold in tension future ideal (v. 6) with present reality or 

possibility (vv. r r-14; c£ 1 5 :4-5, r r) .  
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Israel's covenant obedience. This is a departure from the curses of 

the normal treaty pattern (whether Hittite or Assyrian) , indicating 

that the experience of the curses need not spell the absolute end 

(McConville 2002: 425) .  This will come about as a result of Israel's 

reflection upon the blessings and curses (supported by v. I b; and = 

:\IV or 'if' = KRSV;you take them to heart wherever the LORD your God 

disperses you among the nations) , recalling the great lesson and distress 

of the curses and exile,5 and the Lord's command to seek him there 

with all your heart and with all your soul (4:29; cf. Jer. 29: I 0-14) .  These 

themes frame verses I-Io as follows: 

A. Protasis (vv. I-2) - when . . .  'and/if' you take (return) 
them (blessings and curses) to heart 
(v. I) 
and (return) to the Lord with all your 

heart and with all your soul 
according to everything I command you 
today (v. 2) 

B. Apodosis (vv. 3-5) - The Lord will restore (return) your 

captivity (v. 3a) 

and gather (return) you again from the 

nations (v. 3 b) 
He will make you more prosperous 
and numerous than your fathers 

C. Centre (vv. 6-8) The Lord will circumcise your hearts 

so that you may love the Lord with all 

your heart and with all your soul (v. 6) 

All these curses will be placed upon 

your enemies who hate you (v. 7) 

You (emphatic) will (turn) and obry the 

Lord and follow all his commands I am 

giving you today (v. 8) 

5. Supported by Lev. 26:40--45  and Craigie (1976: 3 6 1), who translates 

Deut. 30:1  = (after the blessings and curses have come upon you) 'then 

you shall return to your senses among all the nations to which the Lord 

your God banished you'. 
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B. Apodosis (v. 9) 

A. Protasis (v. I O) 

The Lord will (return) to delight in you and 
prosper you just like the fathers (v. 9) 
'when/if' you obry the Lord and keep 
his commands and decrees and (turn) to the 
Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul (v. I O) 

3-5 . Such seeking of the Lord (v. 3) will result in a display of his 
compassion (4: 3 I) and the restoring of fortunes (cf. Job 42: I o; lit. 
'turning thy turning') , which can also be translated 'produce a 
coming back' or 'bring back a captivity' (c£ Jer. 3o: I 6-23) .  Yahweh 
will gather his banished (lit. 'driven one', sing.; see v. I above) from 
the extremities of all the nations to which he has scattered them in 
accordance with his plan (v. 4; cf. Jer. 2 5 : 8-I4) .  In the address to a 
future generation in verse 5 ,  the fathers probably refer to the present 
Moab generation. The promise that Yahweh will make them (i.e. the 
future generation) more prosperous and numerous than your fathers 
(following 28 :3-6) need not be taken as a rejection of the present 
generation. Rather, it has the rhetorical effect of assuring them of 
Yahweh's ongoing commitment to this Book of the Law (Deuter­
onomy) at verse r o, as well as to the Abrahamic covenant thus 

' 
providing further motivation for the present Moab generation to 
keep the law as well (cf. 2 Kgs 22: I I-20) . 

6-8. For the first time in Deuteronomy, the Lord himself will 
carry out the inward renewal of Israel ( circumcise your hearts) that will 
make love of God and obedience to his commandments possible 
(6: 5-6) , as well as fulfil the demand made at Io: I 6  (c£ Jer. 4:4) .6 The 
end result will be life itself (lit. 'for thy life's sake'; anticipating vv. 

I 5-20, esp. vv. I 9-20: For the LORD is your life) . At the centre of this 
section (v. 7) is the reversal of Israel's fortunes (cf. v. 3 ) ,  where the 
covenant curses ( 'ala; c£ 28 :  I 5 ;  29:2 I  [ET]) are now directed towards 
the enemies of Israel where they belong (7: I  5 ;  c£ Isa. I 0: 5-2 3 ; Jer. 
25 : I  I-I4) .  Verse 8 may then be seen as a consequence of verse 6 :  'But 

6. Williamson (2003 :  l 5 3) speaks here of a reaffirmation of obligations 

laid out in the covenant of circumcision (Gen. 17 ;  cf. Deut. 30:6-1 0) for 

all future generations (Deut. 29: 14 -1 5 ;  cf. Jer. 4:4; 3 1 : 3 l-34) .  
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the enemies of Israel where they belong (7: I  5 ;  c£ Isa. I 0: 5-2 3 ; Jer. 
25 : I  I-I4) .  Verse 8 may then be seen as a consequence of verse 6 :  'But 

6. Williamson (2003 :  l 5 3) speaks here of a reaffirmation of obligations 
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as for you' (emphatic) ,you will again ob'!)' the LORD and follow all his 

commands I am givingyu toda;· (cf. Jer. 24:6-7) . Though referring to 

certain obedience in a future time, the rhetorical effect of toda;• can 

hardly be missed by the people at :Vfoab (;\fcConville 2002: 428). 

9-IO· The covenant blessings will follow obedience, reflecting the 

threefold order of fruit of the womb, beast and ground (28 : 1 I) .  

Accompanying this will be Yahweh's renewed delight in his people, 

causing them to prosper rather than to perish, and reversing the curse 

of 28:63 (cf. Jer. 24:6-7; F4l). The expression just as he delighted in your 

fathers (v. 9b) parallels verse 5, but here it is more directly positive, as well 

as encouraging, to the present generation at :Moab. But verse IO  (as 

summary) also serves as a final warning to both periods that divine 

grace always works in conjunction with human responsibility: 

'when/if' (kf; temporal and conditional) you obey the voice of the Lord 

your God and keep his commands and decrees (a combination last expressed 

at 28: l 5 and 4 5 with regard to the blessings and curses) that are written 

in this Book of the Law, and turn to the LORD your God with al/your heart and 

soul ( cf. 2 Kgs 22: I 1-20). This passage is well summed up by Nelson 

(2002: 349) as follows: 'All of this will occur if Israel obeys and whole­

heartedly returns. The essential first step in this movement must be 

taken by Israel, but only Yahweh's willingness to have compassion (v. 

3) can lead to restoration, and only what Yahweh promises to do in 

verse 6 can make Israel's love and obedience enduringly possible.' 

ii: God's covenant accessible to all (3o:r r-r4) 
I I-14. It is best to see this section as a continuation and devel­

opment of the second half of 29 :29 [ET] : 'but the things revealed 
belong to us and to our children forever, that we might follow 

("do") all the words of this law' (cf. v. 14) .  Thus, these verses can be 

seen as providing a frame to 29:29 [ET] . Also, they take us abruptly 
from the future, portrayed in verses I-ro, and return us to the 

present 'Moab moment' and the renewal of the covenant outlined 

in 29: I-28 [ET] (Nelson 2002: 349) .7 
I I-13. The section begins with the 'nearness' (cf. 4:7-8) of the 

7. For Barker (2004: r 82-198) the present tense of vv. r r-14 is not in 

contrast to vv. r-ro, but rather highlights rhetorically the certainty of 
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law (lit. 'this commandment') , which embraces the entire revelation 

of Deuteronomy (6: 1 ,  2 i ;  also see commentary on 2J: I) .  It is neither 

too difficult (or 'wonderful') to understand (cf. l J:8 ;  Ps. l 3 I :  I ;  Prov. 

3o : I  8) ,  anticipating the vertical distance of the heavenly realm 
(v. l 2) , nor bf!)·ondyour reach in terms of being unattainable or inac­

cessible (cf. 4:7-8; Job. 3 6: 3) ,  anticipating the horizontal realm (v. 
I 3) . 8 These images are clarified by 29:29 [ET]: 'But the things revealed 

belong to us and our children forever, that we may follow ("do") all 

the words of this law.' 
14· The conclusion to this section reads literally: 'But near to you 

is the word, exceedingly, in your mouth and in your heart to do it.' 

Barker (2002:  I 9 8) interprets these words as a statement of  the 

effect of the future circumcision of the heart at 3 0:6, and because of 

present human effort (also see fn. 3 ,  p. 288) .  The argument is made 

that, whereas at 6 :6  (and I I : l 8) Israel is instructed to place the 

commands upon the heart, here at 30 : 14 Yahweh does this for them 
by putting the commands in their heart for the first time in 

Deuteronomy. The same change is intended from 1 0 : 1 6  (where 

Israel are commanded to circumcise the heart) to 3 0:6 (where Yahweh 

will circumcise the heart) . Further, the argument relating to 30:14 
assumes that God is the subject of this verse, which conceivably 

may be so if it is directly governed by 3 0:6. However, the move­

ment to the present tense in verse l l is compelling, including the 

rhetorical use of todqy in verses l I-19 .  Also, the internalization of 

the law was important in the Old Testament, especially for a right­

eous remnant (Pss I ;  1 9; r I 9; esp. l 1 9 : I r ) .  In addition, there is a 

strong catechetical emphasis in Deuteronomy, involving the mouth 

and heart, beginning with the Shema at 6 :4-9, followed by 6:20-2 5; 
n : r 8-I9  (cf. 3 1 :9-1 3 ;  32 : 1-47). On this basis, it was expected that 

the law could be in the mouth of every man as he repeated it, thus 

allowing it to enter into his heart and flow out into his life. This did 

this future event and its effects for obedience. But see commentary on 

v. I4 where Israel's present obedience and response are preferred. 

8. The expression 'go up to heaven' (cf. Prov. 30:4) occurs in the Amarna 

letters (EA 264: 1 4-I 9), in the Babylonian Dialogue of Master and Servant 

XI, 8 5  ANET, p. 438 ,  and also in Psalm 1 39:8 .  
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heartedly returns. The essential first step in this movement must be 
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3) can lead to restoration, and only what Yahweh promises to do in 
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the words of this law.' 
14· The conclusion to this section reads literally: 'But near to you 

is the word, exceedingly, in your mouth and in your heart to do it.' 

Barker (2002:  I 9 8) interprets these words as a statement of  the 

effect of the future circumcision of the heart at 3 0:6, and because of 
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Israel are commanded to circumcise the heart) to 3 0:6 (where Yahweh 

will circumcise the heart) . Further, the argument relating to 30:14 
assumes that God is the subject of this verse, which conceivably 

may be so if it is directly governed by 3 0:6. However, the move­

ment to the present tense in verse l l is compelling, including the 

rhetorical use of todqy in verses l I-19 .  Also, the internalization of 
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strong catechetical emphasis in Deuteronomy, involving the mouth 

and heart, beginning with the Shema at 6 :4-9, followed by 6:20-2 5; 
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not require the deep searchings of philosophy and the mysteries of 

the universe, for it was as near as hearing and seeing (cf. 4: 1-8, 3 2-
40), and had been plainly revealed to Israel (29:29 [ET]) .  Therefore, 
it was something that potentially could be acted upon: so that you mqy 
obry (do) it (cf. Rom. 10 : 5-10) (Thompson 1 974: 286) .  

iii. Choose life so that you may live (3o:I5-20) 
This section is the rhetorical climax of Deuteronomy, ending as it 

does the third speech of Moses. It brings to a condusion, in horta­

torv stv-le all the covenant themes of the book, including the 
co�m�ndments, blessings and curses, and witnesses, and closes 

with an appeal for obedience, so that the ancient promises to the 
Patriarchs might be fulfilled. It also provides a frame to l : 8  and 

l l :  26-28 (see) and 4: l, 40 (life), as w�ll as a canonical frame to the two 
trees in Genesis 2 - 3 ,  echoing the choice between life and death. 

1 5 .  The words of verse l 5 ,  See, I set before you (sing.) todqy life and 
prosperity (tab; lit. 'good'), death and destruction (ra'; 'misfortune'; cf v. 

1 9), echo the opening words of 1 : 8  (also 1 : 3 9) as Israel stands on the · · 

boundary of the land, and also the blessings and curses at l l :26-28 .  
However, the expression set before you calls Israel to choose (cf v. 6) . 
The dominant theme of life (recalling 4: 1 ,  40) in verses l 5-20 

reflects its presence at 30:6.  
16-18. The alternatives of life and death are now explained. In the 

typical style of Deuteronomy, the positive alternative is given first, 
with an expansive use of triplets. On the one hand (v. 1 6) ,  if Israel 
obeys (present tense) the threefold command to love God, walk in his 
ways, and keep his commands, decrees and laws (cf 1 0: l 2-1 3 ,  14-22; 

l 1 : 1 ,  22, following the golden calf episode), then (future tense) they 
will live, increase and be blessed by Yahweh within the land (cf. 4: l ;  
7 : 1 3 ;  8 : 1 ;  esp. 3 2:46-47) . On the other hand (vv. 17-1 8) ,  if anyone's 

heart turns awqy (cf. 29: l 8 [ET]) and does not obey (lit. 'listen'), but 
is drawn awav to bow down to other gods and worship them, then 
that person � certainly perish, and will be denied long life within 
the land (cf. 4:26, 40). 

19· Sometimes in secular treaties, both early Hittite (ANET, 
p. 206) and later Assyrian (ANET, p. 5 3 9) ,  the gods of heaven and 
earth are invoked as witnesses. But here such an appeal to the gods 
is rejected in favour of Yahweh's own creation (cf. 4:26; 3 1 :28). The 
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twofold heaven and earth will serve as silent and lawful witnesses 
(emphatic; cf. 17 :6; 1 9: 1 5) against Israel, in terms of the choice of 
life and death now set before them. Finally, the grand finale of the 
book is reached at verse 1 9b: i.Vow choose life, so thatyu (sing.) and your 
children ('seed') mqy live. life in all its abundance and fullness is Israel's 
prospect and goal and, as such, echoes the choice between the two 
trees in the garden of Eden (Gen. 2:9b, 16-17; 3 : 3 ,  22; Rev. 2:7; 22:2, 

14; cf John 10:9-10; 14:6). The final decision was Israel's to make in 
each successive generation (5  :2-3 ;  cf Josh. 24: 1 5; l Sam. l 2: 14-1 5 ,  
24-25) .  The call to choose may b e  taken as a command to Israel in 
the present, which is preferred here (see v-v. l 5-16a), but at the same 

time it might also subtly signal a future application, with the trans­
lation: 'And you shall choose life, in order that you and your 
offspring may live',9 echoing the logic of verses 6-8 (see commen­
tary above) . 

20. The final verse continues verse 1 9b, with the implications of 

life in terms of a threefold response to Yahweh: to love him, listen to 
his voice, and hold fast (or 'cleave' to him; cf 1 0: 20; l 1 :22 ,  illustrating 

trust in Yahweh's promises). The outer case terms of love and hold 
fast reflect the language of personal affection and loyalty typical of 
ancient treaties. The middle term, listen to his voice, continues the 
pattern in Deuteronomy of the central importance of keeping the 
commandments, as Horeb confronts each generation (30: 1 0; cf. 
4: 1 0-14, 3 2-40; 5 : 2-3 , 22-29). The following expression, For the 
LORD is your life (NIV), can also be translated: 'For that means life to 
you' (NRSV) , namely the threefold response just given. While the 

latter suggestion is theologically correct, and indeed gives impor­
tant meaning to life, both here and throughout Deuteronomy (v. 16; 
cf 3 2:46-47) , the first suggestion (NN) is preferable, on the basis 

of the statement immediately preceding it, which reads hold fast to 
him, for he (the LORD) is your life. This reinforces the use of life at 
verse 6 (see commentary above) , as well as the testimony at 8 :  3 and 

3 2: 3 9. Also, verses l 7-1 8 make the equation that to choose other 
gods is to choose death, but to choose Yahweh is to choose life. 

9. So Craigie (1 976: 366) and Friedman (zoo r :  660), who also translate the 

verbs as a future statement of command. 
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book is reached at verse 1 9b: i.Vow choose life, so thatyu (sing.) and your 
children ('seed') mqy live. life in all its abundance and fullness is Israel's 
prospect and goal and, as such, echoes the choice between the two 
trees in the garden of Eden (Gen. 2:9b, 16-17; 3 : 3 ,  22; Rev. 2:7; 22:2, 

14; cf John 10:9-10; 14:6). The final decision was Israel's to make in 
each successive generation (5  :2-3 ;  cf Josh. 24: 1 5; l Sam. l 2: 14-1 5 ,  
24-25) .  The call to choose may b e  taken as a command to Israel in 
the present, which is preferred here (see v-v. l 5-16a), but at the same 

time it might also subtly signal a future application, with the trans­
lation: 'And you shall choose life, in order that you and your 
offspring may live',9 echoing the logic of verses 6-8 (see commen­
tary above) . 

20. The final verse continues verse 1 9b, with the implications of 

life in terms of a threefold response to Yahweh: to love him, listen to 
his voice, and hold fast (or 'cleave' to him; cf 1 0: 20; l 1 :22 ,  illustrating 

trust in Yahweh's promises). The outer case terms of love and hold 
fast reflect the language of personal affection and loyalty typical of 
ancient treaties. The middle term, listen to his voice, continues the 
pattern in Deuteronomy of the central importance of keeping the 
commandments, as Horeb confronts each generation (30: 1 0; cf. 
4: 1 0-14, 3 2-40; 5 : 2-3 , 22-29). The following expression, For the 
LORD is your life (NIV), can also be translated: 'For that means life to 
you' (NRSV) , namely the threefold response just given. While the 

latter suggestion is theologically correct, and indeed gives impor­
tant meaning to life, both here and throughout Deuteronomy (v. 16; 
cf 3 2:46-47) , the first suggestion (NN) is preferable, on the basis 

of the statement immediately preceding it, which reads hold fast to 
him, for he (the LORD) is your life. This reinforces the use of life at 
verse 6 (see commentary above) , as well as the testimony at 8 :  3 and 

3 2: 3 9. Also, verses l 7-1 8 make the equation that to choose other 
gods is to choose death, but to choose Yahweh is to choose life. 

9. So Craigie (1 976: 366) and Friedman (zoo r :  660), who also translate the 

verbs as a future statement of command. 
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This reading flows naturally into the last part of verse 20. Finally, the 
blessing of many days within the land also links to Yahweh's sworn 
fulfilment of his ancient promises given to the Patriarchs as a frame 

to l : 8 .  

Meaning 
Theologically, chapter 30 addresses the future anticipated at 4:2j-3 l ,  
and so  provides further commentary on that statement. The future 

orientation of verses l -l o  points to a certain exile and dispersion of 
the Lord's people, when all these blessings and curses . . .  come upon you (in 

that order) , after living in the Promised Land for some time. 
Therefore, the chapter addresses the issue of whether the covenant 
can continue, and on what basis. At the same time, it assumes that 
Israel will fail (28 : 1  - 29:28 [ET] ; cf 3 1 :24-29), but after exile and 
judgment, God's mercy and covenant faithfulness will again prevail 
in restoring faithless  Israel. If this happens, they should not lose 
hope Ger. 24: 1-ro) ,  for if they take the blessings and curses to heart 
(v. r) , and return to the Lord with all their heart and soul (vv. 2, r o) , 
then the Lord will bring them back from captivity and restore their 
fortunes (vv. 3-5 , 9) . But in order to make this return to the Lord 
both possible and permanent in terms of obedience to all his 
commands (v. 8), the Lord himself will circumcise their hearts, as well 
as the hearts of their children, so that they might love him with all 
their heart and soul, and live (v. 6; anticipatingJer. 3 1 : 3 1-34; Ezek. 
36 :24-32) . Then returning to the present Moab generation in verses 
l l-14, the future ideal of verses 6 and 8 is now put in more realistic 
terms relating to the accessibility of the law and the present possibility 
of obeying it. These verses constitute the rhetorical heart of the 
chapter, leading to the matter of an appropriate choice by Israel in 
verses l 5-20: See, I set befbreyou today life and prosperity, death and destruc­
tion (v. r 5 ) ,  concluding at verse 19 :  Now choose life . . .  For the LORD is 

your life, and he will give you maf!)I years in the land he swore to give to your 
fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The final choice is between love of 
Yahweh and obedience to his promise and laws, leading to life 
(cf 3 2:46-47) , or following the gods of Canaan, leading to death 
(vv. 1 6-1 8 ;  cf. Josh. 24: 1 4-1 5 ) .  Ultimately for Deuteronomy, the 
present and future shape and viability of the covenant are a matter 
of the heart and obedience to all that Yahweh has commanded. 

4 .  THE TRANS I TI ON F ROM MOSES TO 
JOS HUA ( 3 1 : 1  - 3 4 : 1 2 ) 

Scholars have often referred to these concluding chapters as 'appen­

dices' which have no real connection to all that has gone before. But 
it is far better to see this section as providing an 'outer frame' with 
chapters l - 3 .  Both parts of the frame may be read together as a 
single document, and are the only sections in which Joshua appears 
as Moses' successor, framing both sections (1 : 3 7-3 8;  3 :26-28; 3 1 :7-
8 ,  14, 2 3 ;  34:9). But whereas the primary focus of chapters l - 3 is 
on the past, chapters 3 l - 34 look to the distant future through the 
song (32= 1-43) and blessing (3 p-29) of Moses. The book concludes 

with a moving account of the death of Moses (3 4: l -r 2) . 

A. The threefold witness of law, song, and heaven and earth 
(3 1 : 1  - 32:47) 

Context 
In spite of the complexity of chapter 3 l ,  its final form reveals a 
concentric pattern centred on verses 14-2 3 ,  featuring a theophany 
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This reading flows naturally into the last part of verse 20. Finally, the 
blessing of many days within the land also links to Yahweh's sworn 
fulfilment of his ancient promises given to the Patriarchs as a frame 

to l : 8 .  

Meaning 
Theologically, chapter 30 addresses the future anticipated at 4:2j-3 l ,  
and so  provides further commentary on that statement. The future 

orientation of verses l -l o  points to a certain exile and dispersion of 
the Lord's people, when all these blessings and curses . . .  come upon you (in 

that order) , after living in the Promised Land for some time. 
Therefore, the chapter addresses the issue of whether the covenant 
can continue, and on what basis. At the same time, it assumes that 
Israel will fail (28 : 1  - 29:28 [ET] ; cf 3 1 :24-29), but after exile and 
judgment, God's mercy and covenant faithfulness will again prevail 
in restoring faithless  Israel. If this happens, they should not lose 
hope Ger. 24: 1-ro) ,  for if they take the blessings and curses to heart 
(v. r) , and return to the Lord with all their heart and soul (vv. 2, r o) , 
then the Lord will bring them back from captivity and restore their 
fortunes (vv. 3-5 , 9) . But in order to make this return to the Lord 
both possible and permanent in terms of obedience to all his 
commands (v. 8), the Lord himself will circumcise their hearts, as well 
as the hearts of their children, so that they might love him with all 
their heart and soul, and live (v. 6; anticipatingJer. 3 1 : 3 1-34; Ezek. 
36 :24-32) . Then returning to the present Moab generation in verses 
l l-14, the future ideal of verses 6 and 8 is now put in more realistic 
terms relating to the accessibility of the law and the present possibility 
of obeying it. These verses constitute the rhetorical heart of the 
chapter, leading to the matter of an appropriate choice by Israel in 
verses l 5-20: See, I set befbreyou today life and prosperity, death and destruc­
tion (v. r 5 ) ,  concluding at verse 19 :  Now choose life . . .  For the LORD is 

your life, and he will give you maf!)I years in the land he swore to give to your 
fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The final choice is between love of 
Yahweh and obedience to his promise and laws, leading to life 
(cf 3 2:46-47) , or following the gods of Canaan, leading to death 
(vv. 1 6-1 8 ;  cf. Josh. 24: 1 4-1 5 ) .  Ultimately for Deuteronomy, the 
present and future shape and viability of the covenant are a matter 
of the heart and obedience to all that Yahweh has commanded. 

4 .  THE TRANS I TI ON F ROM MOSES TO 
JOS HUA ( 3 1 : 1  - 3 4 : 1 2 ) 

Scholars have often referred to these concluding chapters as 'appen­

dices' which have no real connection to all that has gone before. But 
it is far better to see this section as providing an 'outer frame' with 
chapters l - 3 .  Both parts of the frame may be read together as a 
single document, and are the only sections in which Joshua appears 
as Moses' successor, framing both sections (1 : 3 7-3 8;  3 :26-28; 3 1 :7-
8 ,  14, 2 3 ;  34:9). But whereas the primary focus of chapters l - 3 is 
on the past, chapters 3 l - 34 look to the distant future through the 
song (32= 1-43) and blessing (3 p-29) of Moses. The book concludes 

with a moving account of the death of Moses (3 4: l -r 2) . 

A. The threefold witness of law, song, and heaven and earth 
(3 1 : 1  - 32:47) 

Context 
In spite of the complexity of chapter 3 l ,  its final form reveals a 
concentric pattern centred on verses 14-2 3 ,  featuring a theophany 
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of Yahweh and witness of the Song of Moses, framed by Yahweh's 
commission of Joshua (vv. 14, 23) .  Thus we may follow the concen­
tric outline proposed by McConville (2002: 437) :  

A Moses to the people, on Joshua's succession (vv. r-8) 

B Moses to the Levites, on the reading of the Book of the Law 

(vv. 9-13)  

C Yahweh to Moses and Joshua, on the succession and song 

(vv. 14-2 3) 

B' Moses to the Levites, on the deposit of the Book of the Law 

(vv. 24-29) 

A' Moses to the people, about the song (v. 3 o) 

Hence chapter 3 r has close ties with chapter 3 2, and therefore must 

be read in the light of it. But it also links up with chapters r - 3 ,  

recalling the very beginning at r : r  (cf. 3 1 : 1) ,  and especially 3 :28 as 

this relates to Moses' charge to commission Joshua, which appro­

priately occurs at the beginning of chapter 3 r (vv. 7-8) , after 

recounting the Sihon and Og battles (v. 4; cf. 3 :2 1-22) . The opening 

at 3 r :  r ,  'and he went' (MT), sufficiently distances the following narra­

tive from the covenant preaching and conclusions of chapters 29 -

30.  However, these final chapters (3 r - 34) are never theologically 

distant from all that precedes them, exhibiting traces of the treaty 

pattern, which belongs to the general make-up and genre of the 

book (Thompson 1974: 289) .  

Comment 

i. Moses to the people, on Joshua's succession (3 r:I-8) 
1-2. Then Moses went out and spoke these words to all Israel (v. r) 

recalls r :  r :  These are the words Moses spoke to all Israel. The reading 
'went' (MT) can be retained, even though LXX and Qumran texts 
have 'And Moses finished speaking all these things', which links 
what follows to chapters 29 - 30 .  But here the narrative connec­
tion is made more directly with chapters r - 3 .  Moses' age is given 
as 1 20 years (34:7; cf. Gen. 6 : 3 ) .  In Egypt the ideal lifespan was 
r r o  years (as with Joseph; Gen. 5 0:26;  also Joshua; Josh. 24:29); in 
a wisdom text from Emar in Syria it was r 20 (Walton and 
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Matthews 1 997: 26 5 ) .  At a narrative level, Moses' life is portrayed 
in terms of three lots of forty years (perhaps representing three 
generations) , concluding with forty years of wilderness wandering 
from the time of the burning bush (Acts 7 : 30) .  At such an 
advanced age, Moses confessed that he was no longer active (lit. 
'able to go out and come in'; c£ 28:6; Josh. r4: r r) .  This might be 
linked more to Yahweh's refusal to allow Moses to go in, rather 
than to his physical ability to lead (34:7; cf. r :  3 7; 3 :2 3-29; 4:2 r-22; 
p:48-52;  Num. 20:2-13 ) .  

3-6. These verses are framed by Yahweh's leadership in going 
before Israel into the Promised Land (vv. 3a and 6b) . Yahweh will 
do to these nations what he had done to Sihon and Og (vv. 3 b, 4; 
cf. 2:24 - 3 : 1  r), in terms of the motif of Yahweh War. In practice, 
Joshua will be Yahweh's deputy (v. 3 b), recalling the same context 
at 3 : 2 1-22 and 3 : 2 8 .  Verse 5 not only re-emphasizes Yahweh's 
leading role in delivering the nations to Israel (cf. 7:2, 2 3-24) , but is 
also a call to Israel (pl.) to perform the acts of destruction 
commanded in 7 : 1-5 ;  1 2:2-3 ; 20: 1 6-17 .  Finally, verse 6 addresses 
Israel for the first time with the opening (pl.) imperatives: Be strong 
and courageous, an appropriate rallying cry for impending battle, 
directed also to Joshua in the singular at verses 7 and 2 3  (cf. Josh. 
1 :6-9, r 8; 1 0:2 5 ) .  The following commands not to be cifraid or terri-

fied are repeated from the previous lessons of the spies' account at 
r :2 r ,  29 (cf. T2I ;  20:3) ,  which led to the earlier generation's failure 
and death. 

7-8. These verses take up the theme of encouragingJoshua from 
3 :2 1-22 (within the context of Sihon and Og) ,  repeated at verse 4 
above. This is what Moses was commissioned to do at 1 : 3 8  and 3 :28, 
and is now repeated here in terms of Joshua 'going over' (to 
conquer), and causing Israel to inherit the land (allot it) . This is later 
confirmed by Yahweh at verse 2 3 .  But here (vv. 7-8) this encour­
agement is given by Moses to Joshua in the presence of all Israel, 
confirming the integrity of Joshua's succession and stature in the 
people's eyes as Moses' legitimate successor. 

iz: Moses to the Levites, on the 'reading' of the Book of 

the Law (JI:9-IJ) 

The focus of this section is upon Moses writing this law (tora) for the 
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of Yahweh and witness of the Song of Moses, framed by Yahweh's 
commission of Joshua (vv. 14, 23) .  Thus we may follow the concen­
tric outline proposed by McConville (2002: 437) :  

A Moses to the people, on Joshua's succession (vv. r-8) 

B Moses to the Levites, on the reading of the Book of the Law 

(vv. 9-13)  

C Yahweh to Moses and Joshua, on the succession and song 

(vv. 14-2 3) 

B' Moses to the Levites, on the deposit of the Book of the Law 

(vv. 24-29) 

A' Moses to the people, about the song (v. 3 o) 

Hence chapter 3 r has close ties with chapter 3 2, and therefore must 

be read in the light of it. But it also links up with chapters r - 3 ,  

recalling the very beginning at r : r  (cf. 3 1 : 1) ,  and especially 3 :28 as 

this relates to Moses' charge to commission Joshua, which appro­

priately occurs at the beginning of chapter 3 r (vv. 7-8) , after 

recounting the Sihon and Og battles (v. 4; cf. 3 :2 1-22) . The opening 

at 3 r :  r ,  'and he went' (MT), sufficiently distances the following narra­

tive from the covenant preaching and conclusions of chapters 29 -

30.  However, these final chapters (3 r - 34) are never theologically 

distant from all that precedes them, exhibiting traces of the treaty 

pattern, which belongs to the general make-up and genre of the 

book (Thompson 1974: 289) .  

Comment 

i. Moses to the people, on Joshua's succession (3 r:I-8) 
1-2. Then Moses went out and spoke these words to all Israel (v. r) 

recalls r :  r :  These are the words Moses spoke to all Israel. The reading 
'went' (MT) can be retained, even though LXX and Qumran texts 
have 'And Moses finished speaking all these things', which links 
what follows to chapters 29 - 30 .  But here the narrative connec­
tion is made more directly with chapters r - 3 .  Moses' age is given 
as 1 20 years (34:7; cf. Gen. 6 : 3 ) .  In Egypt the ideal lifespan was 
r r o  years (as with Joseph; Gen. 5 0:26;  also Joshua; Josh. 24:29); in 
a wisdom text from Emar in Syria it was r 20 (Walton and 

D E C T E R 0 '-: Cl \f Y 3 I : I - 3 4 : I 2 

Matthews 1 997: 26 5 ) .  At a narrative level, Moses' life is portrayed 
in terms of three lots of forty years (perhaps representing three 
generations) , concluding with forty years of wilderness wandering 
from the time of the burning bush (Acts 7 : 30) .  At such an 
advanced age, Moses confessed that he was no longer active (lit. 
'able to go out and come in'; c£ 28:6; Josh. r4: r r) .  This might be 
linked more to Yahweh's refusal to allow Moses to go in, rather 
than to his physical ability to lead (34:7; cf. r :  3 7; 3 :2 3 -29; 4:2 r-22; 
p:48-52;  Num. 20:2-13 ) .  

3-6. These verses are framed by Yahweh's leadership in going 
before Israel into the Promised Land (vv. 3a and 6b) . Yahweh will 
do to these nations what he had done to Sihon and Og (vv. 3 b, 4; 
cf. 2:24 - 3 : 1  r), in terms of the motif of Yahweh War. In practice, 
Joshua will be Yahweh's deputy (v. 3 b), recalling the same context 
at 3 : 2 1-22 and 3 : 2 8 .  Verse 5 not only re-emphasizes Yahweh's 
leading role in delivering the nations to Israel (cf. 7:2, 2 3-24) , but is 
also a call to Israel (pl.) to perform the acts of destruction 
commanded in 7 : 1-5 ;  1 2:2-3 ; 20: 1 6-17 .  Finally, verse 6 addresses 
Israel for the first time with the opening (pl.) imperatives: Be strong 
and courageous, an appropriate rallying cry for impending battle, 
directed also to Joshua in the singular at verses 7 and 2 3  (cf. Josh. 
1 :6-9, r 8; 1 0:2 5 ) .  The following commands not to be cifraid or terri-

fied are repeated from the previous lessons of the spies' account at 
r :2 r ,  29 (cf. T2I ;  20:3) ,  which led to the earlier generation's failure 
and death. 

7-8. These verses take up the theme of encouragingJoshua from 
3 :2 1-22 (within the context of Sihon and Og) ,  repeated at verse 4 
above. This is what Moses was commissioned to do at 1 : 3 8  and 3 :28, 
and is now repeated here in terms of Joshua 'going over' (to 
conquer), and causing Israel to inherit the land (allot it) . This is later 
confirmed by Yahweh at verse 2 3 .  But here (vv. 7-8) this encour­
agement is given by Moses to Joshua in the presence of all Israel, 
confirming the integrity of Joshua's succession and stature in the 
people's eyes as Moses' legitimate successor. 

iz: Moses to the Levites, on the 'reading' of the Book of 

the Law (JI:9-IJ) 

The focus of this section is upon Moses writing this law (tora) for the 
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first time (cf. v. 24) , although this is assumed elsewhere in 

Deuteronomy (cf. 1 T 1 8 ,  1 9; 27 : 3 ,  8, 26; 28 : 5 8 ,  6 1 ;  29: 2 1 ;  30: 1 0) .  The 

written law will stand alongside the Song of .Moses and heaven and 

earth as a threefold witness against Israel that they stand under the 

covenant sanctions or curses (H� 24-29) . \X/ithin this section, the 

written Book of the Law also speaks of Moses' impending death, 

and the need to pass on his last will and testament as the perman­

ent and binding will of God for all Israel. Thus, its purpose here 

seeks to institutionalize the Book of the Law in Israel's worship 

(McConville 2002: 43 9) . 1  • •  

9. The Horeb experience is re-enacted by Moses by first writing 

the Book of the Law, just as Yahweh had written the Ten 

Commandments there on tablets (4: 1 3 ;  5 : 22; 9 : 1 0; 1 0:2,  4) . This is 

extended in reverse to Yahweh's original command at Horeb to 

assemble the people so that they can listen and learn to fear the LORD 

your God, and carefully follow all the words of this law at verse 1 2 (cf. 

4: 1 0) .  The written law was then committed to the care of the 
. .  

Levi ti cal priests who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD (i.e. as 

the receptacle for the covenant tablets of the law) , as well as to all 

the elders of Israel. The former probably represent the divine side 

of the covenant relationship (27:9 ,  14) ,  whereas the latter were 

responsible for securing leadership in the implementation of the 

law (v. 28;  cf. 5 : 2 3 ;  2 1 : 2; 21= 1 ) .  

ro-13. Though Moses would no longer be present, the public 

reading of the law (cf. 2 Kgs 2p-3) would occur at the end of every 

seven years, coinciding with the year for cancelling debts (cf. 1 5  : 1- 1 8) ,  

which lies at the heart of  Deuteronomy's vision for social justice. This 

would also take place during the Feast of Tabernacles ( 16 : 1 3-17), a 

concluding festival of joy, signalling the end of Israel's agricultural 

and religious year. At this time, all lsrael would appear (ra'a; v. 1 l ;  cf. 

1 6 : 1 6; 3 1 : 1 5) before the Lord, at the place he will choose ( 1 2: 5-7; 16 : 1 5-

1 6) .  The verb assemble was last used at 4: 1 0  with regard to the day of 

l .  It was normal practice at the conclusion of a secular treaty for the 

suzerain to hand a copy of the treaty to the vassal, to be lodged in the 

sanctuary of the vassal under the care of the priests and under the eyes 

of the gods (Thompson 1 974: 291). 
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assemb/y at Horeb, when Yahweh spoke to Israel out of the fire (cf 
5 : 22; 9 : 10; 1 0:4; r 8 : 1 6) .  This becomes the prototype for both assem­
blies at verses 1 2  and 28 (Tigay 1 996: 298) . Its place here is to build the 
law into the worshipping life of Israel for perpetuity, with the added 
bene�t that those who have not previously known the law (v. r 3) may 
not fail to do so (McConville 2002: 439) .  Finally, verses 1 2-13 outline 
an educational objective, resulting in different behavioural patterns. 
The adult group in verse r 2, including the aliens (lit. 'your alien'), are to 
listen ('hear') in order to learn,Jear and finally fallow ('do') all the words 
of this law. But in verse 1 3  their children, who do not know (this law), 
are only required to hear(it) , and learn to fear the Lord, perhaps because 
they are less accountable at this stage (cf. 6:20-2 5 ;  n:2-7). 

iii. Yahweh to Moses and Joshua, on the succession and song 

(p:r4-23) 

14-23. This section is the centrepiece of the chapter, and is 
framed by Moses' imminent death and the call of Joshua to the Tent 
of Meeting (v. 14) ,  leading to the final commissioning of Joshua by 
Yahweh alone (v. 23) .  

r 5-r8. The reference to Yahweh's appearance at the Tent of 
Meeting in a pillar of cloud (v. 1 5 )  occurs here for the first time in 
Deuteronomy, and is a high point in this section in terms of the 
theme of God's presence. As such, it recalls Exodus 3 3 :7-1 1 ,  and 
especially Numbers 14: 1 0, where the glory of the Lord appeared at 
the Tent of Meeting, in the context of Israel's rebellion and lack 
of trust. Within this section (v. 1 6) ,  the context is no different 
although Israel will soon forsake the Lord by breaking the covenan� 
(v. 20; cf. Gen. 1 7 : 14  = the covenant of circumcision; Lev. 26 : 1 5 ,  
44) , and they will prostitute (zand'J themselves by going after foreign 
gods (only here in Deuteronomy; cf. Exod. 3 4: 1 5-1 6 ;  Lev. 20: 5 ;  
Num. 1 5 = 3 9; Judg. 2 : 1 7 ;  8 :27, 3 3) .This would repeat the rapid 
movement towards idolatry, as with the golden calf incident (9: 1 2; 
cf Judg. 8 : 3  3 ) ,  supported by the distancing of Yahweh from Israel 
with a contemptuous reference to this people (cf. 9 : 1 3 ,  27) . In the 
meantime, Moses will find rest with his fathers (v. 1 Ga), but the 
c�venant breakers will experience the opposite, in terms of many 
disasters and difficulties that will come upon them (v. 1 7b; cf. 
29:25-28 [ET]) .  In fact, their own question on that day relating to 
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first time (cf. v. 24) , although this is assumed elsewhere in 

Deuteronomy (cf. 1 T 1 8 ,  1 9; 27 : 3 ,  8, 26; 28 : 5 8 ,  6 1 ;  29: 2 1 ;  30: 1 0) .  The 

written law will stand alongside the Song of .Moses and heaven and 

earth as a threefold witness against Israel that they stand under the 

covenant sanctions or curses (H� 24-29) . \X/ithin this section, the 

written Book of the Law also speaks of Moses' impending death, 

and the need to pass on his last will and testament as the perman­

ent and binding will of God for all Israel. Thus, its purpose here 

seeks to institutionalize the Book of the Law in Israel's worship 

(McConville 2002: 43 9) . 1  • •  

9. The Horeb experience is re-enacted by Moses by first writing 

the Book of the Law, just as Yahweh had written the Ten 

Commandments there on tablets (4: 1 3 ;  5 : 22; 9 : 1 0; 1 0:2,  4) . This is 

extended in reverse to Yahweh's original command at Horeb to 

assemble the people so that they can listen and learn to fear the LORD 

your God, and carefully follow all the words of this law at verse 1 2 (cf. 

4: 1 0) .  The written law was then committed to the care of the 
. .  

Levi ti cal priests who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD (i.e. as 

the receptacle for the covenant tablets of the law) , as well as to all 

the elders of Israel. The former probably represent the divine side 

of the covenant relationship (27:9 ,  14) ,  whereas the latter were 

responsible for securing leadership in the implementation of the 

law (v. 28;  cf. 5 : 2 3 ;  2 1 : 2; 21= 1 ) .  

ro-13. Though Moses would no longer be present, the public 

reading of the law (cf. 2 Kgs 2p-3) would occur at the end of every 

seven years, coinciding with the year for cancelling debts (cf. 1 5  : 1- 1 8) ,  

which lies at the heart of  Deuteronomy's vision for social justice. This 

would also take place during the Feast of Tabernacles ( 16 : 1 3-17), a 

concluding festival of joy, signalling the end of Israel's agricultural 

and religious year. At this time, all lsrael would appear (ra'a; v. 1 l ;  cf. 

1 6 : 1 6; 3 1 : 1 5) before the Lord, at the place he will choose ( 1 2: 5-7; 16 : 1 5-
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assemb/y at Horeb, when Yahweh spoke to Israel out of the fire (cf 
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c�venant breakers will experience the opposite, in terms of many 
disasters and difficulties that will come upon them (v. 1 7b; cf. 
29:25-28 [ET]) .  In fact, their own question on that day relating to 
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God's absence2 from them (v. 17  b; negating 1 2:7, etc.) is framed by 
the Lord's burning anger and forsaking them, leading to the expres­
sion: I will hide my face from them/ I will certain!; hide my face from them 
(vv. 17a, 1 8 ; only here and at p:20) . 

Idolatry is the greatest act of wickedness (ra'ii'j in Israel (v. l 8), and 

is not onlv linked to the disasters (same word) that will come upon 

them (29:2 1  [ET] ; 3 1 : 1 7, 2 1 ,  29; p:23) ,  but causes the Lord, in a 

wordplay, to hide his face <panqy) from them, because of their wicked­

ness in turning (panii'j to other gods. 

r9-23. And now (v. 1 9a) attention turns to this song, which follows 
later in chapter 32  and thus divides the chapter with special rhetor­

ical effect as a permanent witness against Israel, as well as an addi­
tional witness to the words of this law (torii'j . 

r9. The imperative write for yourselves is plural in form, implying 

that both Moses and Joshua will write the song Ccoerhaps Joshua 

acted as a scribe for Moses within this joint process) , but it is 
followed by singular verbs ('teach it ... put it') , suggesting that Moses 

himself would teach it (cf. 3 r : 3 0; p:44 which use the sing. verb for 

Moses, even though Joshua is present). The purpose of the law is to 

act as a witness lfor me = Yahweh) against Israel. Finally, verse 1 9  is 
framed at verse 22 with the words: So Moses wrote dou;n this song that day 
and taught it to the Israelites. 

20-2r.  The introduction to the song in this section draws atten­

tion to Israel's future apostasy and consequent punishment (vv. 20-

21  ) , recalling the language of verses 1 6-17.  When disasters come 

upon them, the purpose of the song will be to act as a witness lfor me 
= Yahweh) against Israel (v. 1 9b), since it is Yahweh's covenant and 

promises that have been broken (v. 20 ) . Further, it will not be forgotten 
by their descendants, as it will be in their mouths as a song (vv. 1 9, 2 1 ;  
cf.  the law at 3 0: 14), recalling Israel's warning (at 6 : 10-12;  8 : 1 0-20) 
not to forget the Lord and his blessings. This might also suggest the 

original logic of the song's placement here, as distinct from the silent 

and passive witness of the Book of the Law (v. 26), beside the ark of 

2. Stated ironically and emphatically in the singular (lit. 'because my God is 

not in the midst of me and all these evils have come upon me'; v. r 7b), 

thus drawing attention to the people's plight. 
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the covenant, which at least by Josiah's time had become separated 

and lost (2 Kgs 22:8-13) .  Also, within the previous section (vv. 9-
13) ,  the law is read in the hearing of the people only every seven years, 

and therefore could easily be forgotten quickly.3 On this basis the 

medium of song would provide the best teaching method for 

maximum long-term memory and effect (cf. Exod. l 5 : 1-21 ;  Ps. 89) .  
The inevitability of Israel's failure (v. 2 l) i s  signalled by the word 

inclination (yefer, cf. Gen. 6 :  5 ;  8 :2 1  ) ,  used only here in Deuteronomy. 

It can be translated 'tendency', 'impulse' or 'disposition', and is rem­

iniscent of the later Jewish concept of the 'evil impulse' (yefer ra) .  
But it  may echo 29: l 8 [ET] , which speaks of a root within Israel that 

produces the bitter poison of idolatry, and this suits the present 

context (vv. 20-2 1) . Within verses 20-21 ,  such a disposition even 

flies in the face of Yahweh's sworn oath (promise) to bring them 

into the land. 

22. In keeping with Ancient Near Eastern practice, what was 

considered important was immediately (that dqy) committed to 

writing, also corresponding here to the immediacy of Israel's sinful 

inclinations todqy (cf. Exod. 17: 14; 24:4-7; 34:27-28; Num 3 3 : 1-2). 
Moreover, this verse anticipates the song's recital at 3 1 : 3 0. 

23 .  As a frame to verse 14, Yahweh alone now commands Joshua 

to be strong and courageous, a command first given to the people 

(v. 6) . Joshua will fulfil the promise given on oath to the Patriarchs 

with regard to the possession of the land (cf vv. 7-8) . Finally, the 

promise of the presence, I nryse£f (emphatic) will be with you, echoes 

the commission to Moses at the burning bush (Exod. 3 : 1 2) ,  again 

illustrating the importance of this event for Deuteronomy. 

iv. Moses to the Levites, on the 'deposit' of the Book of 

the Law (3 r:24-29) 

24-29. Within the concentric structure of the chapter, these 

3. It can be assumed that this law was carried out during the days of 

Joshua and his elders (cf Josh. 8: 3 0-3 5; 24: 3 r ) , but beyond this, there 

is no hard evidence that this happened. According to Holladay ( r 9 8 5 :  
326-328), the book o f  Jeremiah provides evidence that the law was 

recited every seven years during the period of the late monarchy. 
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promise of the presence, I nryse£f (emphatic) will be with you, echoes 

the commission to Moses at the burning bush (Exod. 3 : 1 2) ,  again 

illustrating the importance of this event for Deuteronomy. 

iv. Moses to the Levites, on the 'deposit' of the Book of 

the Law (3 r:24-29) 

24-29. Within the concentric structure of the chapter, these 

3. It can be assumed that this law was carried out during the days of 
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\-erses align with \-erses 9-1 3 ,  where "'.\foses wrote down this law and 

gaw it to the Le\-itical priests and to all the elders of Israel for public 

reading e\-en- seven years before an assembb· of the men, women, 

children and aliens. 
24-26. "i\'ov.-� at the beginning of verse 24, the completion of the 

writing begun at verse 9 is recorded. Distinct from verses 9-1 3 ,  the 
Levites are now commanded (v. 2 i ) to place this Book of the Law 
beside the ark of the covenant as a witness (' ed) against )'OU (v. 26; 
sing., referring to corporate and individual Israel) . As such, the song 
and the Book of the Law would constitute the required legal 
twofold witness against Israel (cf. l r6; l 9: l i ) . A third 'witness', 
fulfilling the legal requirement, would be heaven and earth at verse 28, 
attesting to the fact that Israel had been warned (Tigay 1 996: 298). 

27-29. These three verses form a small concentric arrangement 
of their own as part of verses 24-29. Verse 27 begins, For I 
(emphatic) know, and concludes with verse 29, For I know, with both 
verses addressing the consequences of Moses' death. The absence 
of Moses will only exacerbate the inclination towards rebellion (v. 27) 
and corruption (v. 29) . The expressions rebellious and stiff necked (v. 27) 
recall the golden calf episode ( c£ 9:7, 2 3, 24 and 9:6, l 3 respectively), 
as does the language of verse 29, with become corrupt, turn from the wqy 
I have commanded you, do evzl in the sight of the LoRD and provoke him to 
anger (cf. 9:  l 2, l 6, l 8) . It is on the basis of this incident that Moses 

knows (vv. 27, 29) what Yahweh knows (v. 21 ) .  This also suggests 
Israel's future undoing by repeating the golden calf episode with 
regard to what your hands have made (v. 29; cf. 9:21 ), referring to idols 
(Nelson 2002: 3 62) .  Verse 29 concludes with a wordplay: In dqys to 
come, disaster (ra'!i) will fall upon you (pl.) because you will do evil (ra) in the 
sight of the LORD and provoke him to anger by what your hands have made 
(cf. vv. l 5-l 8 above, also concluding with a wordplay in the context 

of idolatry) .4 
28. This leaves the difficult verse 28 at the centre of verses 27-

29. The problem with these verses relates to the apparent fluctua-

4. The phrase in days to come fits several periods in Israel's later history, 

starting with the period of the '.Judges' following the death of Joshua 

(figay 1 996: 298) . See commentary on 3 1 : 1 6. 

D E C T E R 0 :\ 0 \[ Y 3 l : l - 3 4 : l 2 

tion of addressees, as well as to these words in verse 28.  One approach 
would be to follow the structure of the chapter and see the gar,li.­
ering of the elders of )'OUr tribes and all your officials in assembly (vv. 24-
29) as a counterpart to the gathering of the people in assembly (vv. 
9-13)  in order to hear the words of this law (tora), with Horeb as the 
prototype (cf. 4: 1 0; see commentary on v. l 2 above) . This would be 
most appropriate in verse 28,  as the leadership would finally be the 
ones to take responsibility for Israel's covenant future (see commen­
tary on v: 9) , especially framed by the inevitability of apostasy and 
failure (vv. 27, 29) . To that assemblv heaven and earth are called as 
third ivitnesses (cf. 4:26; 3 0: 1 9; 32 : 1 ) .  But whereas heaven and earth are 
witnesses to potential disobedience and failure at 4:26 and 30 : 19 ,  
here they testify to the inevitable fact of apostasy (Nelson 2002: 
362) . A second approach would be to take these words either as refer­

ring to the words just spoken to the Levites in verses 26-27 and 
verse 29, which would also make good sense (cf. 30: 1 5-20), or, with 
other commentators, as pertaining to the Levites assembling the 
elders and officials for the recitation of the song, leading to verse 3 o 
(Tigay 1 996: 298;  McConville 2002:  441 ;  Nelson 2002: 3 6 1) . 5  

v. Moses to the people, about the song (3 r:30) 

30. Finally, Moses recites the words of this songfrom beginning to 
end (cf. 3 l :24) in the hearing of the whole assemb!J of Israel (3 l :  l 2, 24; 
c£ 4: 1 0) .  Like the Book of the Law (3 1 : 26) , the song will testify 
against Israel (3 1 :2 1) ,  as a warning and witness to their covenant 

unfaithfulness. 

Meaning 
The structure of chapter 3 l provides important insight into its 
meaning. Within Deuteronomy's larger structure, it begins the final 
section ( chs. 3 l - 34) as a frame to chapters l - 3 .  In this respect, it 
importantly reminds all Israel at the outset of the Lord's intent to go 
ahead of his people and destroy the nations which they will 

5 ·  However, von Rad (1 966: 1 90) interestingly points out that to write, teach, 

and 'put in their mouths' the song at 3 1 : 1 9  is vocabulary applicable to 

the writing down of the law. 
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encounter across the Jordan, as he did to Sihon and Og on the 
eastern side of the Jordan. Yet Israel must be strong and courageous in 
carrying out this task (v. 6) . At the same time, Moses' imminent 
death (vv. 2, r 6) and Joshua's succession and encouragement (cf. 
1 : 3 8  and 3 :28) , using the same terms/language given to Israel, are 
located at important junctures within the chapter (vv. 7-8, 14 and 
23 ) .  At the structural heart of the chapter (vv. 14-2 3), the Lord 

appears at the Tent of Meeting to speak of Moses' imminent death 

and Joshua's commission. Israel will prostitute themselves to the 
foreign gods of the land that they are entering, and thus break the 
covenant. This will lead to Yahweh hiding his face from them (vv. 11-
1 8) .  The response to this situation is a written song, which will serve 
as a perpetual witness against Israel in time to come (vv. 1 9-22) . On 
either side of this centrepiece is the written law first given to the 
priests, the sons of Levi, to be read publicly every seven years at the 
Feast of Tabernacles to an assembfy of all the people, in four cate­
gories: men, women, children and aliens (vv. 9-1 3) .  Then at verses 
24-29, the written Book of the Law is given to the Levites to place 
beside the ark of the covenant, as a passive witness against Israel, 

anticipating their future rebellion and corruption. This leads to a second 
assembly (v. 28) of all the elders and officials (possibly also four in 
number; cf. 29: r o [ET]) ,  echoing the gravity of the assembly at Horeb 
( c£ 4: r o  ), as a counterpart to verse r 2. They gather as Israel's respon­

sible leaders, in view of certain future failure and the danger of 
replicating the sin of the golden calf episode (vv. 27 and 29). In the 

meantime, the Lord, through Moses, will speak these words to them, 
which probably means the words of the song to follow in verse 3 0, 
and at the same time he calls upon the third witness of heaven and earth 
against their inevitable apostasy, thus fulfilling the maximum 

requirement of the law (17:6; 19 : 1  5) .  

B. Moses' song of witness (32: 1-43, 44-47) 

Context 
This song, and Moses' blessing in chapter 3 3 ,  are the only poetic 

sections in Deuteronomy and are therefore most likely meant to be 

viewed together. The form of the song, as a witness against Israel 

(3 1 :2 1  ), resembles that of the later 'covenant lawsuit' (rib), especially 
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found in the prophets (Isa. 1 : 2-26 ;  3 : 1 3-1 5 ; Jer. 2:4-1 3 ;  Mic. 6 : 1-8; 

cf. Ps. w r- r  5 ;  Huffman 1 9 5 9 : 28 5-29 5 ) .  Within this form, an 

opening appeal is made to heaven and earth and in praise of Yahweh 
(vv. 1-4). This is followed by a charge against the accused (vv. 5-6), 

and the grounds of the charge in terms of the recital of past bless­
ings (vv. 7-14), leading to the indictment (vv. r 5- 1 8), and climaxing 
with the sentence itself (vv. 1 9-25) .  At this point, a new theme is 
introduced which is not found in the lawsuit pattern, namely 
Yahweh's relenting and the defence of his reputation towards the 
enemy (vv. 26-3 5) ,  followed by his final vindication of himself and 
the salvation of his elect people (vv. 36-43 ;  c£ 4:25-3 1 and 30: 1-10). 
Thus the song gives theological meaning to Israel's experience of 

disaster, and affirms the potential for restoration (Nelson 2002: 369) . 
The song's form may also resemble that of a hymn, whose purpose 

is instructional (v. 2), with a call to praise at both ends (vv. 3 and 43), 

on the basis of Yahweh's character (v. 4) , reflected in past (vv. 7-
14) and future mercies (vv. 3 6-43) .  

Comment 
r-4. Moses begins (vv. 1-3) with the first person (I and my) , thus 

denoting the divine voice. In the opening verse, the 'heavens and 
earth' represent a universal forum, and are summoned to hear the 

words of the teaching that follows. As such, they bear objective and 
impartial witness to the lawsuit charges, as well as to the fairness of 

Israel's punishment from history (Isa. 1 :2 ;  Jer. 2 : 1 2; Mic. 6 : 1-2). 
Verse 2 contains four similes, like rain, dew, showers and abundant rain, 
using life-giving water as a metaphor in order to compare the 
teaching to gentle fruitful rain falling upon tender young plants. 
Understood in this way, the song is meant to produce positive, spir­
itual life as it is sung and memorized (c£ Job. 29:22-2 3 ;  Isa. 5 p o­
r r) . Verse 3 completes the direct address to the heavens and earth, 
revealing that the song is a doxology, proclaiming the name (or char­

acter) of the Lord (v. 4; c£ Exod. 34: 5-7) , as well as the imperative 

(forming a bracket with v. 43) to praise his greatness (used of 
Yahweh's actions in redeeming his people from Egypt; 3 :24; 5 :24; 
9 :26; r 1 :2 ;  c£ Num. 14: 1 9) .  

4. Finally, verse 4 proclaims the theological axiom that governs 
the poem (Nelson 2002: 370) . Our God (the last words of verse 3) is 
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the Rock (fu1� first word of v. 4) , a term which appears seven times 

in the song (n� 4, l 5 ,  1 8 , 30, 3 l [twice] , 37) .  lt is aG ancient title for 

deitv first found in the farewell blessing of Jacob (Gen. 49:24; 

alth�ugh as 'eben) . But in this chapter, the rock metaphor stands 

primarily for Yahweh's peryect (tamim; cf. l 8: 1 3) and just nature (mifpat; . 

cf. 4:8 ;  also see 1 : 1 7 ;  1 0: 1 8 ; 1 6 : 1 9; 24: 1 7 ; 27: 1 9; p:41) .  This is 

supported by the follo\ving fourfold moral attributes of God ('el): 

faithfulness ('emuna) ,  without wrong ( 'awe!; cf. Lev. 1 9: 1  5 ,  3 5 ;  Deut. 2p6;  

esp. Jer. 2 : 5 ) ,just (faddfq) and upnght 0·afai'J . Within the song, the rock 

metaphor also carries the meaning of Creator and Saviour (v. l 5 ) ,  

father (v. 1 8) ,  refuge, stability and security (vv. 30, 37) ,  dependable 

and reliable without equal (v. 3 l ;  cf. l Sam. 2:2 and 2 Sam. 22: 1-5 1 ) .  

As a title for deitv found in Canaanite and other Ancient Near 

Eastern religions, �here is also probably a polemical use of it here, 

especially in verses 3 l and 3 7, which would implicate the first three 

commandments. 6 
5-6. An abrupt counterbalance to the attributes of God in verses 

3-4 is now presented in the form of a brief statement of Israel's 
folly in verse 5 ,  followed by two accusing questions in verse 6. There 
is a difficulty in translating verse 5 .  It is possible that because of 
Israel's 'blemish' (mum), or 'sinful disposition' (29 : 1 9; cf. Lev. 2 1 : 1 6-
24),  they have acted corruptly towards God, and thus have become 
a warped and crooked generation (the opposite of Yahweh, who is peryect 
and upright, v� 4) . Further, Israel's 'blemish', already intimated at 
29: 1 9, would not be forgiven (cf. 3 1 : 2 1 ,  27, 29). This has its back­
ground in 'blemished' sacrifices which could not be offered to the 
Lord (Deut. l 5 : 2 1 ;  1 7 : 1) ,  as well as 'blemishes' that would make 
people unacceptable for the priesthood (Lev. 2 1 : 1 6-24; cf. Deut. 
3 3 : 8-1  l ) .  Perhaps verse 5 qualifies as the strongest reason yet 
offered in Deuteronomy for the non-application of the designation 
kingdom of priests (Exod. 1 9 :6) to Israel as a nation. Finally, the 
emphatic question at the beginning of verse 6 (Is this the wqy you repqy 

6. The word rock (fur) first occurs at Exodus 17:6, and is used here for the 

Lord as the Rock who will satisfy Israel's spiritual thirst (32: 1-4), and at 

the same time test the rock or gods in which they have taken refuge 
(32 :37-38; cf. l Cor. 1 0: 1-22) . 
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the Lord?) indicates that Israel's response is totally disrespectful 
(expressed as foolish; nabal; cf. v� 2 lb, relating to those who are not a 
people, \Vi.th no understandinj) and unwise. Further, Is [Yahweh] not your 
Father,)'Our Creator (qana; cf. Gen. 4: 1) ,  the one who made ( 'afa; cf 
Gen. 1 :26) andfarmed (kun; cf. Exod. q : 17 ;  l Sam. r1 3 ,  24) you (cf 
Exod. 4:22; Deut. 1 : 3 l ;  8 : 5 ;  32 : 1 8-20)? 

7-14. It was a regular practice of the lawsuit (rfb) pattern to state 
the grounds for the accusation, by reciting past kingly acts of the 
suzerain performed for the vassal. The proclamation of Yahweh's 
faithfulness at verse 4 is now displayed in many gracious acts during 
Israel's past. Three imperatives begin at verse 7: remember the days of 
old; consider (or discern) the years of many generations; and ask vour 
father and elders for explanation (cf 6:20--25) .  It is assumed tha� the 
ancient traditions (of old) would be well known to the elders cor­
responding to three great facts �f Israel's historv: their ele�tion 
going back to primeval times (vv. 8-9); their exodu; and wilderness 
wanderings (vv. ro-1 2) ;  and Yahweh's gift of Canaan to his people 
(vv. 1 3-14; cf. 4V-38).  

8"-9. At the beginning of history, the Most High ('e/y6n; cf Gen. 
r4: l 8-20) allotted to the nations their own inhmtance (Gen. l o: 1-3 2; 
cf. Deut. 2: 5 ,  9, 1 9) ,  and fixed the boundaries of peoples in relation 
to the sons of Israel (understood to be seventy in all according to the 
nations of Gen. l o: 1-3 2, and also possibly aligning with Jacob, whose 
family numbered seventy when he went down into Egypt; cf Gen. 
46:27) . There is disagreement among the textual traditions at this 
point. The LXX reads 'according to the number of the angels of 
God', which may have been a modification of a fragment from cave 
four at Qumran (4QDeuti ) which reads 'sons of God'.7 On this 
basis, scholars adopt either the idea of 'national gods/intermediate 
diviniti�s'  to whom the nations are appointed (Nelson 2002: 371  ) ,  or 
the notion that each nation had its own 'angelic deputies' (cf Isa. 

7. If an original text tradition had 'sons of God' (so Wright 1 996: 306), 

this may have referred to both human judges and rulers of nations who 

were considered divine and part of God's inheritance (Ps. 82:6-8; cf Gen. 

6:1-4), as well as to the sons of Israel (Gen. 1 0: 1-32; Exod. 4:22; Deut. 

14: 1-2; 32'. 5 ;  cf Ps. 2:7; John 10:34-36) .  
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old; consider (or discern) the years of many generations; and ask vour 
father and elders for explanation (cf 6:20--25) .  It is assumed tha� the 
ancient traditions (of old) would be well known to the elders cor­
responding to three great facts �f Israel's historv: their ele�tion 
going back to primeval times (vv. 8-9); their exodu; and wilderness 
wanderings (vv. ro-1 2) ;  and Yahweh's gift of Canaan to his people 
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46:27) . There is disagreement among the textual traditions at this 
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God', which may have been a modification of a fragment from cave 
four at Qumran (4QDeuti ) which reads 'sons of God'.7 On this 
basis, scholars adopt either the idea of 'national gods/intermediate 
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24: 1 ;  Ps. 82:6;  Dan. 1 0 : 1 3 ,  20, 21 ) ,  with a link to the political and 
judicial authorities in the nations and their territorial jurisdiction 

(Wright 1 996: 307) . But with Driver (1 996: 3 5 6), there is no need to 
adopt these alternative readings, as the Hebrew text makes perfectly 
good sense as it stands, supported by verse 9. 8 

ro-12. Having determined that Israel's inheritance was in 

Canaan, Yahweh sets about bringing his people there. These verses 
explore Yahweh's care of Israel during the wilderness period after 
leaving Egypt. The picture begins (v. r o) with the barren (tohu; Gen. 
1 : 2; cf. l Sam. 1 2:2 1 )  and hmvling waste of the desert, similar to the 
chaotic condition of the universe prior to creation. Yahweh's care 
during this period is depicted using three metaphors: as an en­

circling (shielded; KIV) protector who guarded Israel as the apple of his 
rye (lit. 'little man of his eye') ; as an eagle that stirs up her young and 

hovers (rabap; Gen. 1 :2) over them, spreading its wings to catch and 
carry them (1 : 3  l ;  cf. Exod. 1 9 :4-6) ; and as a kindly shepherd or 
leader who guides his people (1 : 3 2-3 3 ;  cf. Exod. q : 1 3 ;  Ps. 78: 5 2) ,  
without any fore�ngod to help him (v. l 2; cf. Ps. 8 l :9 [ET]) .  Emphasis 
is placed on the fact that the LORD alone led Israel. This made Israel's 
turning to other more recent gods all the more shameful (vv. l 5.:... 1 8 ;  
cf.  Hos. 9 : ro; 1 3 :4) .9 

13-14. The contrast is now drawn between the desert and the 
rich fare of Canaan. The expression, He made him ride on the he�hts of 
the land (v. q ;  cf. 3 3 : 26), might be an extension of the transport 

metaphor of verse l lb, and relates to the taking of the mountainous 
heartland of Israel, the hill country of the Amorites (cf. 1 :7-8) . Here 

Israel feasts on all the choicest of products, even from unlikely 
places, with bees producing honey in crags (Ps. 8 l :  l 6 [ET]) ,  and olive 

trees supplying oil among rocks. This is followed by milk products, 

and the fattened lambs and choice rams, including the prized Bashan 
bulls and goats (cf. Amos 4: 1 ;  6 :4) , along with the finest grains (lit. 

8. This reading may find additional support at 3 3 :6-2 5 ,  where the number 

of colons in the Tribal Sayings (seventy) most probably represents 

Israel, and by extension the entire world (Kelley 2007: Gr) . 

9. This is preferable to the suggestion of Nelson (2002: 3 72) that the foreign 

god of v. r 2 alludes to the nations and 'divine beings' of vv. 8-5) 
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'kidney fat') of  wheat (Ps. 8 l :  l 6 ET]), and the foaming blood of the 
grape. Such exotic language speaks of rich provision. 

l 5 .  The song now shifts to the indictment upon jeshurun (lit. 'the 
upright one'; cf. 3 3 :  5 ,  26; Isa. 44:2), as a display of irony. Israel has 

fattened up (a pun with the opposite meaning, using the same Hebrew 
consonants of desert waste,yfmn; v. ro) on Yahweh's rich abundance, 

and has forgotten the source of provision, and the obedience and 
praise due to the Lord (cf. 8 : 1 0-1 8) . Rather, Israel behaved like an 
unruly beast and grew fat (or 'stubborn') and kicked (ba'at, v. l 5 ;  cf. l 
Sam. 2:29; Hos. 4: 1 6) .  The middle of verse r 5 returns to the second­
person singular: 'You grew fat, bloated, and gorged' (NRSV; cf. v. l 8) . 
Such a state of satiation led to the rejection of God their Creator, 
and 'scorn' (or 'light esteem') for the Rock their Saviour, as a final 

display of irony. 
l6-r8. Forgetting the Lord consequently leads to idolatry (cf. 

8 : 1 9-20; Hos. 4: 1 7) ,  making Yahweh jealous of theirfore�ngods and 

angry at their detestable idols (cf. v. l 2; 6: 14-1 5 ;  7 : 2  5 ) .  Other gods are 
exposed as demons (fedfm; cf. Ps. r o6 :  37) ,  which are not god, gods they 

had not known, which had recent!J appeared in the land, and whom the 
fathers had not feared/worshipped (or were 'acquainted' with) , as a 

parallel to not known. Finally, verse l 8 is a sharp accusation of ingrat­

itude, highlighting Israel's (sing.) preference for such new deities and 
forgetting (cf. 6 : 1 0-1 5 ;  8 : 1 1 , 14, 1 9) the Rock whofatheredyou, and the 

God who, as a mother, gave you birth. 
19-25.  The judicial sentence is now pronounced by Yahweh. As 

a result of what Yahweh saw (vv. 1 6-17 ;  cf. 9 : 1 3) ,  he rejected (or 
'spurned'; na'af) his sons and daughters (only here referring to cor­
porate Israel in Deuteronomy; cf. 2 Car. 6 :  l 8), reversing Israel's 
'spurning' of the Lord and turning to other gods at 3 1 : 20. As a 

result, Yahweh's anger will follow, and he will hide his face (meaning 
to 'withhold favour and send punishment') on account of their 
turning to other gods (cf. 3 1 : 1 7-1 8). He will now see what their end 

will be (cf. vv. 28-29), for they are a perverse and unfaithful generation 
(v. 20) . 

2r.  Here, the same verbs, make jealous and provoke, are transferred 

from Yahweh to Israel by means of wordplay, with no god (lo ' 'el) 
and not a people (lo' 'am; cf. Hos. l :9; 2: 2 3 ;  Rom. l o: l 9) . The identity 

of  the foolish (nabal) , non-covenant nation is not clear, but it will 
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upright one'; cf. 3 3 :  5 ,  26; Isa. 44:2), as a display of irony. Israel has 

fattened up (a pun with the opposite meaning, using the same Hebrew 
consonants of desert waste,yfmn; v. ro) on Yahweh's rich abundance, 

and has forgotten the source of provision, and the obedience and 
praise due to the Lord (cf. 8 : 1 0-1 8) . Rather, Israel behaved like an 
unruly beast and grew fat (or 'stubborn') and kicked (ba'at, v. l 5 ;  cf. l 
Sam. 2:29; Hos. 4: 1 6) .  The middle of verse r 5 returns to the second­
person singular: 'You grew fat, bloated, and gorged' (NRSV; cf. v. l 8) . 
Such a state of satiation led to the rejection of God their Creator, 
and 'scorn' (or 'light esteem') for the Rock their Saviour, as a final 

display of irony. 
l6-r8. Forgetting the Lord consequently leads to idolatry (cf. 

8 : 1 9-20; Hos. 4: 1 7) ,  making Yahweh jealous of theirfore�ngods and 

angry at their detestable idols (cf. v. l 2; 6: 14-1 5 ;  7 : 2  5 ) .  Other gods are 
exposed as demons (fedfm; cf. Ps. r o6 :  37) ,  which are not god, gods they 

had not known, which had recent!J appeared in the land, and whom the 
fathers had not feared/worshipped (or were 'acquainted' with) , as a 

parallel to not known. Finally, verse l 8 is a sharp accusation of ingrat­

itude, highlighting Israel's (sing.) preference for such new deities and 
forgetting (cf. 6 : 1 0-1 5 ;  8 : 1 1 , 14, 1 9) the Rock whofatheredyou, and the 

God who, as a mother, gave you birth. 
19-25.  The judicial sentence is now pronounced by Yahweh. As 

a result of what Yahweh saw (vv. 1 6-17 ;  cf. 9 : 1 3) ,  he rejected (or 
'spurned'; na'af) his sons and daughters (only here referring to cor­
porate Israel in Deuteronomy; cf. 2 Car. 6 :  l 8), reversing Israel's 
'spurning' of the Lord and turning to other gods at 3 1 : 20. As a 

result, Yahweh's anger will follow, and he will hide his face (meaning 
to 'withhold favour and send punishment') on account of their 
turning to other gods (cf. 3 1 : 1 7-1 8). He will now see what their end 

will be (cf. vv. 28-29), for they are a perverse and unfaithful generation 
(v. 20) . 

2r.  Here, the same verbs, make jealous and provoke, are transferred 

from Yahweh to Israel by means of wordplay, with no god (lo ' 'el) 
and not a people (lo' 'am; cf. Hos. l :9; 2: 2 3 ;  Rom. l o: l 9) . The identity 

o f  the foolish (nabal) , non-covenant nation is not clear, but it will 
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replicate Israel's foolishness (v. 6; cf. 4:6) in treating the Lord with 

levit1· and contempt (v. l 5 b) . 

2�-25 .  The rejection and destruction of Israel are depicted in 

terms reminiscent of the curses found in chapter 28 and at 29: l 9-

28,  only here in reverse order, using the language of the Divine 

'vCarrior. Framing this section (v. 22) is the fire of divine wrath 

(29 : 1 9-28 ; cf. 4:24; 6 : 14-1 5) and the sword (v. 25)  (implying siege) 

that will make people childless in the street, and in the home (or safe 

haven) terror will reign where the sword cannot reach (28 :2 5-26, 

49-52) .  Between these frames, the five arrows of the Divine Warrior 

include wasting (or 'sapping hunger') , consuming/ fiery pestilence (cf. Hab. 

3 :  5 ;  Ps. 76:  3 [ET] ; 78 :48), dead/)' plague (Ps. 9 l :6),fangs of wild beasts and 

venom of vipers that glide in the dust (cf. Gen. p 4-l 5 ) .  No-one will be 

spared by the Divine Warrior on the grounds of location, sex or 

age. 
26-35 .  This section begins a new deliberation by God. Its main 

concern is that the enemy will claim credit (cf. 8 : 1 7) for what the 

Lord alone is doing through them, in terms of the refining judg­

ment of Israel (v. 21) .  At the same time, there seems to be a subtle 

interplay between the accusation of the enemy and that of Israel in 

verses 28-3 5 (IvkConville 2002: 4 57). 

26-27. Verse 26 opens with I said, which could be translated 'I 

thouo-ht to mvself' or 'I had intended'. The word for scatter (j>a'!i) is 
b , 

found onlv here in Hebrew, but has an Arabic cognate meaning, 

'cut', used for effacing an inscription (Tigay l 996: 309) and, together 

with the unique verb blot out (fabat) , recalls with horror and irony 

what was to happen to Amalek at 2 5 : 1 9  (cf. 4:27; 28 :64) .  But this 

would not be carried out here. God would refrain from erasing the 

memory of his people, lest her enemies should say, Our hand has 

triumphed; the LORD has not done all this (v. 27; cf. 9 :28) .  Ultimately, 

Israel's hope depends on Yahweh's intrinsic integrity and concern 

for personal reputation (v. 4; cf. Ps. 1 3 5  : 1 3-14; Nelson 2002: 37 5 ) .  

28-29. It  i s  possible that these verses are deliberately ambiguous. 

On the one hand thev could refer to Israel, without sense and discern­

ment (v. 28; cf. 4: 5
'
-8), 

'
as a continuation of verse 26 and supported 

by verse 30 (also see vv. 3 6-38 ;  cf. Ps. 8 1 : 1 3-16) .  On the other hand, 

scholars have argued that these verses refer to the enemy, supported 

by verse 27 (cf. v. 2 1b) and verses 3 1-3 5 (Nelson 2002: 37 5-3 76). 
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30. The point here is that, if a comparatively small force could 
overthrow a whole nation, then Yahweh, the Rock of Israel, must 
have delivered his people over to the enemy (cf. Isa. 3 0: 1 7) .  

3 1-33 .  Verses 3 l and 32  continue the previous thought, begin­
ning with For (ki) . The enemy's rock is not like Israel's Rock. This 
is a conclusion that even the enemy has conceded or adjudged to be 
true (j>alfl; c£ Exod. 2 1 :22) .  The enemv can onlv reach this conclu­
sion, because their own gods and the �orship �f them (v. 3 2) have 
their source and evil roots in the same kind of perversion repre­
sented by the metaphorical language of the vine of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (cf. 29:22-28; Harman 200 1 :  271) .  As such, their grapes 
are filled with deadfy poison (v. 3 3 ) .  

34-35.  This (wine) is  gathered and sealed in Yahweh's storerooms 
awaiting the time (v. 3 5 )  when he alone will avenge (naqam) in justic� 
the nations (cf. the end of v. 29) that have overstepped their bounds 
as agents of divine wrath (30:7; cf. Isa. 10 : 5-19,  24-27; Jer. 2 5 : 1 2-
14; Rom. 1 2: 1 9; Heb. 10 : 30) .  

36-43.  The final stanza o f  the song emphasizes the unique power 
and sovereignty of Yahweh in matters of life and death (v. 3 9) .  

3 6  .. In contrast to verses 34-3 5 ,  the just judgment of God upon 
the wicked enemies of Israel will prepare the way for Israel's restora­
tion (cf. 4:25-3 1) .  The Lord will vindicate (din) his people (c£ Gen. 
l 5 : 14; 3 0:6; 49 : 1 6; Jer. 2 1 : 1 2) and have compassion (nabam) on his 
servants (9:27-29; cf. Ps. l 3 5 : r4), when he sees that their strength (lit. 
'hand') is gone. 

37-38. But Israel's restoration will not come without Yahweh's 
indictment of their apostasy (cf. l Sam. 1 2: 1-2 5) ,  which here mav 
vindicate Yahweh's estimation of Israel as being without sense and 
discernment at verse 28 .  With rhetorical sarcasm, the gods and rock 
they took shelter in are directly challenged to provide the help and 
shelter in which Israel falsely and vainly trusted (cf. Ps. l 3 p 3-r 8) . 

3g-42. The word of Yahweh himself (v. 39) declares his unique­
ness at the centre of the final stanza (!, nryse!f am He! and There is no 
god besides me; cf. Isa. 4r :4; 43 : 1 0, 1 3 ;  44:6; 4 5 :6-7, 2 1-22; 48 : 1 2) .  This 
statement provides a frame to Moses' testimony of  Yahweh's 
uniqueness and incomparability at 4: 3 5 ,  3 9. In both frames, the false 
gods are impotent and therefore qualify as no gods. Only Yahweh as 
Divine Warrior can kill and make alive, wound and heal, and no-one 
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replicate Israel's foolishness (v. 6; cf. 4:6) in treating the Lord with 

levit1· and contempt (v. l 5 b) . 

2�-25 .  The rejection and destruction of Israel are depicted in 

terms reminiscent of the curses found in chapter 28 and at 29: l 9-

28,  only here in reverse order, using the language of the Divine 

'vCarrior. Framing this section (v. 22) is the fire of divine wrath 

(29 : 1 9-28 ; cf. 4:24; 6 : 14-1 5) and the sword (v. 25)  (implying siege) 

that will make people childless in the street, and in the home (or safe 

haven) terror will reign where the sword cannot reach (28 :2 5-26, 

49-52) .  Between these frames, the five arrows of the Divine Warrior 

include wasting (or 'sapping hunger') , consuming/ fiery pestilence (cf. Hab. 

3 :  5 ;  Ps. 76:  3 [ET] ; 78 :48), dead/)' plague (Ps. 9 l :6),fangs of wild beasts and 

venom of vipers that glide in the dust (cf. Gen. p 4-l 5 ) .  No-one will be 

spared by the Divine Warrior on the grounds of location, sex or 

age. 
26-35 .  This section begins a new deliberation by God. Its main 

concern is that the enemy will claim credit (cf. 8 : 1 7) for what the 

Lord alone is doing through them, in terms of the refining judg­

ment of Israel (v. 21) .  At the same time, there seems to be a subtle 

interplay between the accusation of the enemy and that of Israel in 

verses 28-3 5 (IvkConville 2002: 4 57). 

26-27. Verse 26 opens with I said, which could be translated 'I 

thouo-ht to mvself' or 'I had intended'. The word for scatter (j>a'!i) is 
b , 

found onlv here in Hebrew, but has an Arabic cognate meaning, 

'cut', used for effacing an inscription (Tigay l 996: 309) and, together 

with the unique verb blot out (fabat) , recalls with horror and irony 

what was to happen to Amalek at 2 5 : 1 9  (cf. 4:27; 28 :64) .  But this 

would not be carried out here. God would refrain from erasing the 

memory of his people, lest her enemies should say, Our hand has 

triumphed; the LORD has not done all this (v. 27; cf. 9 :28) .  Ultimately, 

Israel's hope depends on Yahweh's intrinsic integrity and concern 

for personal reputation (v. 4; cf. Ps. 1 3 5  : 1 3-14; Nelson 2002: 37 5 ) .  

28-29. It  i s  possible that these verses are deliberately ambiguous. 

On the one hand thev could refer to Israel, without sense and discern­

ment (v. 28; cf. 4: 5
'
-8), 

'
as a continuation of verse 26 and supported 

by verse 30 (also see vv. 3 6-38 ;  cf. Ps. 8 1 : 1 3-16) .  On the other hand, 

scholars have argued that these verses refer to the enemy, supported 

by verse 27 (cf. v. 2 1b) and verses 3 1-3 5 (Nelson 2002: 37 5-3 76). 
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30. The point here is that, if a comparatively small force could 
overthrow a whole nation, then Yahweh, the Rock of Israel, must 
have delivered his people over to the enemy (cf. Isa. 3 0: 1 7) .  

3 1-33 .  Verses 3 l and 32  continue the previous thought, begin­
ning with For (ki) . The enemy's rock is not like Israel's Rock. This 
is a conclusion that even the enemy has conceded or adjudged to be 
true (j>alfl; c£ Exod. 2 1 :22) .  The enemv can onlv reach this conclu­
sion, because their own gods and the �orship �f them (v. 3 2) have 
their source and evil roots in the same kind of perversion repre­
sented by the metaphorical language of the vine of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (cf. 29:22-28; Harman 200 1 :  271) .  As such, their grapes 
are filled with deadfy poison (v. 3 3 ) .  

34-35.  This (wine) is  gathered and sealed in Yahweh's storerooms 
awaiting the time (v. 3 5 )  when he alone will avenge (naqam) in justic� 
the nations (cf. the end of v. 29) that have overstepped their bounds 
as agents of divine wrath (30:7; cf. Isa. 10 : 5-19,  24-27; Jer. 2 5 : 1 2-
14; Rom. 1 2: 1 9; Heb. 10 : 30) .  

36-43.  The final stanza o f  the song emphasizes the unique power 
and sovereignty of Yahweh in matters of life and death (v. 3 9) .  

3 6  .. In contrast to verses 34-3 5 ,  the just judgment of God upon 
the wicked enemies of Israel will prepare the way for Israel's restora­
tion (cf. 4:25-3 1) .  The Lord will vindicate (din) his people (c£ Gen. 
l 5 : 14; 3 0:6; 49 : 1 6; Jer. 2 1 : 1 2) and have compassion (nabam) on his 
servants (9:27-29; cf. Ps. l 3 5 : r4), when he sees that their strength (lit. 
'hand') is gone. 

37-38. But Israel's restoration will not come without Yahweh's 
indictment of their apostasy (cf. l Sam. 1 2: 1-2 5) ,  which here mav 
vindicate Yahweh's estimation of Israel as being without sense and 
discernment at verse 28 .  With rhetorical sarcasm, the gods and rock 
they took shelter in are directly challenged to provide the help and 
shelter in which Israel falsely and vainly trusted (cf. Ps. l 3 p 3-r 8) . 

3g-42. The word of Yahweh himself (v. 39) declares his unique­
ness at the centre of the final stanza (!, nryse!f am He! and There is no 
god besides me; cf. Isa. 4r :4; 43 : 1 0, 1 3 ;  44:6; 4 5 :6-7, 2 1-22; 48 : 1 2) .  This 
statement provides a frame to Moses' testimony o f  Yahweh's 
uniqueness and incomparability at 4: 3 5 ,  3 9. In both frames, the false 
gods are impotent and therefore qualify as no gods. Only Yahweh as 
Divine Warrior can kill and make alive, wound and heal, and no-one 
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can deliver out of !Jl)' hand, anticipating the inevitability of judgment on 
his adversaries (vv. 40-43 ; cf. 4: 3 2-34) .  The lifting of the hand to 
heaven (v� 40) would appear to be an act of oath taking, L'1 conjunc­
tion with the word declare (cf. Gen. 14: 22) ,  but it might also 
symbolize the Divine Warrior's upraised fighting arm Gosh. 5 : 1 3 ;  
Ps. 10: 1 2; cf. Thutmose III 1490-1436 B C  described as 'Great of 
(raised) Arm who smites the Nine Bows'). Now the flashing sword is 
turned against the enemy of verse 25 in judgment, and the arrows 
directed against Israel (v. 2 3) are also against the enemy and its 
leaders. The scene is one of complete carnage. 

43. The nations of the world are invited to join Yahweh's people 
in singing the praise of the God of Israel as one who avenges the 
blood of his servants as his chief concern (v. 36 ;  cf. 2 Kgs 9:7; Isa. 
6 1 : 1-2; Rev. 6 : ro; 1 9: 2) ,  brings judgment on his enemies and covers his 
land and people (cf. vv. 8-9) · The verb 'cover' (kippeT), also translated 
make atonement (l\:rv) , may refer to the pollution that bloodshed 
brings upon the land in warfare (cf. Num. 3 5 : 3 3 ; Deut. 2 1 : 1-9). It 
may also relate to the moral and cul tic abuses of idolatry within the 
land (vv. 1 6-17,  2 1 ;  cf. Rom. 10: 1 9) .  

44-47. These verses return to prose narrative, with verse 44 · 

providing a frame for 3 I :  3 o. The speaker of the song is strictly 
Moses, but Joshua is introduced in order to point to the song's 
intended use in Israel's future (also see commentary on 3 l :  l 9) . The 
song is not only included in all these words of verse 4 5 ,  but is linked 
to all the words of this law (t6r!i) in verse 46. And these words must be 
taken to heart and passed on to future generations, emphasizing again 
the instructional intent of Deuteronomy (4:9 ;  6:7, 20-25 ;  1 1 : 1 9; 
3 l :9-l 3) .  Finally, Moses points out that this law (t6r!i) is not just idle 
words ( dabar) . Thry are your life, and by this word ( dabaT) you will live long 
in the land you are crossing the Jordan to possess (v. 47; cf. 30 : 1 5-20) . 

Meaning 
A law-book stored beside the ark may be forgotten. What the people 
needed was something short enough to be committed to (long­
term) memory that would make the same point as Moses' sermons 
(Wenham 2003 :  141) .  This is what the Song of Moses offers in its 
highly individual way, especially as a witness to the deep and abiding 
love of Yahweh for his people (McConville 2002: 46 1 ) .  Best viewed 
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as a song or hymn containing a form of covenant lawsuit against 
God's people, it takes up a number of important themes relating to 
primeval times, including creation leading to the table of nations 
(vv. 8-9: cf. Gen. 10: 1-32) .  But there is no explicit reference to Israel's 
deliverance from Egypt, and the twin covenants of Horeb and 
Moab are passed over, as are the promises made with the Patriarchs. 
These are no doubt assumed, making way for exposure of the sin 
of idolatry. The song moves from the chaotic barren and howling waste 
of the desert (v. l o) ,  to the contrasting rich fare of the Promised 
Land, where Jeshurun ('the upright one') abandoned the Rock 
(mentioned seven times in the chapter) , his Creator and Saviour (v. 
l 5 ) ,  in preference to the gods of the land (vv. 1 6-17, 21 ) .  As a result, 
Yahweh will hide his face from them (v. 20), and Israel will experience 
the full fury of his fire and wrath by sword and various plagues, as 
a display of his protectingjealous love (v. 2 1 ;  cf. 4:2 3-24) . However, 
lest the enemy should say, Our hand has triumphed; the LORD has not 
done this (v. 27), the Lord will bring judgment upon the enemy (vv. 
34-3 5 )  and have compassion upon his servants, when he sees that 
their strength is gone (v. 3 6) .  Israel's restoration will not come 
without a final reminder of their apostasy (vv. 3 7-3 8), at the same 
time establishing Yahweh's uniqueness and incomparability as the 
only true God, who alone is able to judge his enemies and avenge 
the blood of his servants, and make atonement for his land and people 

(vv. 3 9-43 ;  cf. 4:3 5 ) .  

C.  Moses prepares for death and blesses the people 
(32:48 - 33:29) 

Context 

The exclusion of Moses from the land and his ascent of Mount 
Nebo (32:48-52) have been anticipated since Numbers 27:1 2-14 (c£ 
Num. 20:2-1 3), and are followed by the appointment of Joshua as 
a successor (Num. 27: 1 5-23 ;  cf. Deut. 1 : 3 7-3 8 ;  3 :26-29; 4:2 1-22 ;  
3 1 : 1-3) . Now the time for Moses' death was a t  hand. H e  ascended 
Mount Nebo to view the land of promise from afar, and then deliv­
ered his final blessing to the people before his death, resembling 
that of Jacob (Gen. 49: 1-28). 
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can deliver out of !Jl)' hand, anticipating the inevitability of judgment on 
his adversaries (vv. 40-43 ; cf. 4: 3 2-34) .  The lifting of the hand to 
heaven (v� 40) would appear to be an act of oath taking, L'1 conjunc­
tion with the word declare (cf. Gen. 14: 22) ,  but it might also 
symbolize the Divine Warrior's upraised fighting arm Gosh. 5 : 1 3 ;  
Ps. 10: 1 2; cf. Thutmose III 1490-1436 B C  described as 'Great of 
(raised) Arm who smites the Nine Bows'). Now the flashing sword is 
turned against the enemy of verse 25 in judgment, and the arrows 
directed against Israel (v. 2 3) are also against the enemy and its 
leaders. The scene is one of complete carnage. 

43. The nations of the world are invited to join Yahweh's people 
in singing the praise of the God of Israel as one who avenges the 
blood of his servants as his chief concern (v. 36 ;  cf. 2 Kgs 9:7; Isa. 
6 1 : 1-2; Rev. 6 : ro; 1 9: 2) ,  brings judgment on his enemies and covers his 
land and people (cf. vv. 8-9) · The verb 'cover' (kippeT), also translated 
make atonement (l\:rv) , may refer to the pollution that bloodshed 
brings upon the land in warfare (cf. Num. 3 5 : 3 3 ; Deut. 2 1 : 1-9). It 
may also relate to the moral and cul tic abuses of idolatry within the 
land (vv. 1 6-17,  2 1 ;  cf. Rom. 10: 1 9) .  

44-47. These verses return to prose narrative, with verse 44 · 

providing a frame for 3 I :  3 o. The speaker of the song is strictly 
Moses, but Joshua is introduced in order to point to the song's 
intended use in Israel's future (also see commentary on 3 l :  l 9) . The 
song is not only included in all these words of verse 4 5 ,  but is linked 
to all the words of this law (t6r!i) in verse 46. And these words must be 
taken to heart and passed on to future generations, emphasizing again 
the instructional intent of Deuteronomy (4:9 ;  6:7, 20-25 ;  1 1 : 1 9; 
3 l :9-l 3) .  Finally, Moses points out that this law (t6r!i) is not just idle 
words ( dabar) . Thry are your life, and by this word ( dabaT) you will live long 
in the land you are crossing the Jordan to possess (v. 47; cf. 30 : 1 5-20) . 

Meaning 
A law-book stored beside the ark may be forgotten. What the people 
needed was something short enough to be committed to (long­
term) memory that would make the same point as Moses' sermons 
(Wenham 2003 :  141) .  This is what the Song of Moses offers in its 
highly individual way, especially as a witness to the deep and abiding 
love of Yahweh for his people (McConville 2002: 46 1 ) .  Best viewed 
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as a song or hymn containing a form of covenant lawsuit against 
God's people, it takes up a number of important themes relating to 
primeval times, including creation leading to the table of nations 
(vv. 8-9: cf. Gen. 10: 1-32) .  But there is no explicit reference to Israel's 
deliverance from Egypt, and the twin covenants of Horeb and 
Moab are passed over, as are the promises made with the Patriarchs. 
These are no doubt assumed, making way for exposure of the sin 
of idolatry. The song moves from the chaotic barren and howling waste 
of the desert (v. l o) ,  to the contrasting rich fare of the Promised 
Land, where Jeshurun ('the upright one') abandoned the Rock 
(mentioned seven times in the chapter) , his Creator and Saviour (v. 
l 5 ) ,  in preference to the gods of the land (vv. 1 6-17, 21 ) .  As a result, 
Yahweh will hide his face from them (v. 20), and Israel will experience 
the full fury of his fire and wrath by sword and various plagues, as 
a display of his protectingjealous love (v. 2 1 ;  cf. 4:2 3-24) . However, 
lest the enemy should say, Our hand has triumphed; the LORD has not 
done this (v. 27), the Lord will bring judgment upon the enemy (vv. 
34-3 5 )  and have compassion upon his servants, when he sees that 
their strength is gone (v. 3 6) .  Israel's restoration will not come 
without a final reminder of their apostasy (vv. 3 7-3 8), at the same 
time establishing Yahweh's uniqueness and incomparability as the 
only true God, who alone is able to judge his enemies and avenge 
the blood of his servants, and make atonement for his land and people 

(vv. 3 9-43 ;  cf. 4:3 5 ) .  

C.  Moses prepares for death and blesses the people 
(32:48 - 33:29) 

Context 

The exclusion of Moses from the land and his ascent of Mount 
Nebo (32:48-52) have been anticipated since Numbers 27:1 2-14 (c£ 
Num. 20:2-1 3), and are followed by the appointment of Joshua as 
a successor (Num. 27: 1 5-23 ;  cf. Deut. 1 : 3 7-3 8 ;  3 :26-29; 4:2 1-22 ;  
3 1 : 1-3) . Now the time for Moses' death was a t  hand. H e  ascended 
Mount Nebo to view the land of promise from afar, and then deliv­
ered his final blessing to the people before his death, resembling 
that of Jacob (Gen. 49: 1-28). 
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i. Moses commanded to ascend Mount Nebo (32:48-52) 

Comment 
48-52. On the same day as the Song of \X:'itness was delivered to 

the people, 1foses received the command to ascend �fount :L\ebo, 
where he was to die (vv. 48-49; cf. 3 :27; Kum. 27 : 1 2-14) .  This was 
probably one of the prominent peaks of the Abiram range, at the 
north-eastern end of the Dead Sea, east of Jericho, across the 
Jordan. The privilege of viewing the land (as a frame to this section; 
vv. 49 and 5 2) may be seen as a minor concession to Moses' plea at 
3 :  2 5 :  Let me go over and see the good land . . . . Moses would die on a 
mountain top (v. 5 o) , just like his brother Aaron, who died on Mount 
Hor, and be gathered to )'Our/ his people (meaning 'united with your 
deceased ancestors, and/or deceased relatives in death'; 3 1 : 1 6; cf. 
Gen. 2 5 : 8 ;  49: 29-3 3 ;  2 Kgs 22:20) .  The reason for Moses' and 
Aaron's exclusion (v. 5 l) is because they broke faith with me in the pres­
ence of the Israelites at the waters of Meribah Ka.desh . . .  and did not uphold 
my holiness among the Israelites (Num. 20:2-1 3 ;  cf. Exod. 11 : 1-7) . 
Instead of simply speaking to the rock, as Yahweh had commanded 
(cf. 8 : 3 ) ,  Moses first addressed Israel as a bunch of rebels, and then: 
struck the rock with his staff. In this way, God's holiness (or righteous 
presence/command/will) had not been upheld, because the people 
should have been shown that water came out of the rock by divine 
intervention (i.e. creation by the 'spoken word'; cf. Gen. 1 : 1-3 1) ,  
and not by human posturing and power. But as  a final act of 
Yahweh's grace, Moses is allowed to bless the Israelite tribes (3 3 : 1-
29) before he dies (34: 1-1 2) . 1 0  

ii. The blessing of Moses (3 ;:r-29) 

Context 
Following the Song of Witness, Moses' final speech before his death 
relates to his blessing of the tribes, in a manner similar to Jacob 

r o. The ten-times repeated he said in the blessing of Moses might echo the 

Ten Commandments themselves (Deut. 5 :6-21) as the blueprint for 

Israel's life and blessings within the land. 
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(Gen. 49: 1-28) . However, whereas the song had a somewhat 
ambiguous turning point in Israel's favour, the chosen status of 
Israel is  now celebrated openly (\fcConville 2002: 467). In contrast 
with Genesis 49, .Moses prefaces his blessing of the tribes by 
recalling God's coming to Sinai within the context of the giving of 
the law (3 3 :2-5) .  The importance of the law is thus emphasized, 
providing a frame for Yahweh the Divine 'O:'arrior and the people 
Jacob/Jeshurun (3 3 :26-29). Thus, these framing verses surround 
the individual tribal blessings with Yahweh's comprehensive bless­
ings of law, kingship, safety and fertility (3 3 :6-25 ;  Nelson 2002: 3 87) . 

Also, whereas Jacob emphasized the most important political 
tribes o f  Judah and Joseph for extended treatment, Moses pays 
greatest attention to the priestly tribe of Levi as teachers o f  the law 
(3 3 : 8-1 1)  and to Joseph (3 p 3-17) ,  divided by the verses on 
Benjamin, the beloved of the LORD (3 3 : 1 2) ,  as a kind of threefold 
central section. 

In contrast to Genesis 49, Yahweh is directly addressed in the 
blessings of 3 3  :6-2 5 ,  and there are no indictments of tribal char­
acter or behaviour (e.g. as with Reuben, Simeon and Levi at Gen. 
49: 3-7) . This reinforces Yahweh's main intent within Deuteronomy 
to bless Israel, and not bring curse upon her (cf. Gen. l 2: 1-3 ; Num. 
22: 1 - 24: 1 9) .  However, Deuteronomy 3 3  does not reproduce the 
so-called Messianic predictions of Genesis 49: 1 0  and Numbers 
24: l 7. Apart from Levi, the blessings refer to each tribe as an epony­
mous individual, and are framed by verses 2-5 and 26-29, which 
share the themes o f  the uniqueness o f  Yahweh and of Israel, his 
chosen people. Further, these frames share the reference to Yahweh 
the sovereign king of Jeshurun at verses 5 and 26. In this way, they 
provide a link with the Song of Moses (32: 1 5 ) ,  as well as a concep­
tual parallel to the frames of chapter 4 (vv. 5-8 and vv. 3 5-39) ,  thus 
enclosing the entire book of Deuteronomy. 

Comment 
I .  This is the blessing is one of five headings that organize the final 

form of Deuteronomy, together with 1 : 1 ;  4:44; 6: 1 ;  28:69 [ET 29: 1 ] ;  

3 3 : 1  (Olson 1 994: q-1 7) .  In a manner replicating that o f  Jacob, 
Moses blesses the tribes before his death (cf. Gen 49: 1-28) . For the 
first time in Deuteronomy, Moses is called the man of God. Its next 
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i. Moses commanded to ascend Mount Nebo (32:48-52) 
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mous individual, and are framed by verses 2-5 and 26-29, which 
share the themes o f  the uniqueness o f  Yahweh and of Israel, his 
chosen people. Further, these frames share the reference to Yahweh 
the sovereign king of Jeshurun at verses 5 and 26. In this way, they 
provide a link with the Song of Moses (32: 1 5 ) ,  as well as a concep­
tual parallel to the frames of chapter 4 (vv. 5-8 and vv. 3 5-39) ,  thus 
enclosing the entire book of Deuteronomy. 

Comment 
I .  This is the blessing is one of five headings that organize the final 

form of Deuteronomy, together with 1 : 1 ;  4:44; 6: 1 ;  28:69 [ET 29: 1 ] ;  

3 3 : 1  (Olson 1 994: q-1 7) .  In a manner replicating that o f  Jacob, 
Moses blesses the tribes before his death (cf. Gen 49: 1-28) . For the 
first time in Deuteronomy, Moses is called the man of God. Its next 
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use, together with Servant of the Lord, is found at Joshua 14:6-9, 
recalling :yfoses' prophetic authority in terms of his promise to 
Caleb about the Promised Land. This suits the prophetic direction 
of chapter 3 3  (cf. l Sam. 9:6, 9) . 

2. While the text of verses 2-5 bristles with difficulties, it is still 
possible to gain an overall sense of their meaning. They balance 
the closing verses (vv� 26-29) in celebrating Yahweh the Divine 
Warrior, who came from the southern mountains of Sinai, dawned 
over them (for Israel's sake) from Seir , and shone faith from Paran (cf. 
Judg. 5 :4- 5 ;  Pss 50: l-6; 6S :7-S, l 5-1 S [ET] ; So: l-3 [ET] ; Isa. 60: l-
3 ;  Hab. n-6) . The Bible refers to Sinai/Horeb several times as  the 
mountain of God or the mountain of the LORD, even before the burning 
bush episode (Exod. 3 : 1), as well as on other occasions (Exod. 4:27; 
l S : 5 ;  24: 1 3 ;  Num. 1 0: 3 3 ;  l Kgs l 9:S) .  Also, these references may 
well reflect the Israelites' initial departure from the Desert of Sinai 
to the Desert of Paran at the Lord's command through Moses 
(Num. 10 : 1  l-36;  cf. Ps. 6 S : 1-3 [ET]) .  Thus the translation of verse 
2b, He came with myriads of ho!J ones, might incorporate both the holy 
ones of Yahweh's army as well as his holy people Israel in the light 
of Numbers 1 0: 3 5-3 6  (followed by LXX; cf. Ps. 6 S : 1-3,  1 7  [ET]) . · 
Finally, the LXX may reflect the original reading with 'angels with 
him' (see Acts 7 : 5  3 ;  Gal. p9;  Heb. 2:2). Thus the translation of the 
second half of verse 2 would be: 'He came with myriads of his 
holy people, on his right hand (or from the south) his angels came 
with him.' 

3-5. Verse 3 is difficult, but the peoples probably refers to the tribes 
of Israel. They are the ho!J ones who are held in the hand of Yahweh, 
and received his instruction (tora) at Sinai through Moses. Yahweh's 
kingship over Jeshurun (cf. 3 2: 1 5 ) or Jacob was acknowledged by 
Israel's acceptance of his law when the leaders and tribes gathered 
in assembly at Sinai (cf. Exod. l p S; 1 9: 3-S) .n 

6.  Reuben. The blessing on Reuben is  expressed as a wish that 
this tribe might continue to exist (either 'great in number' LXX; or few 

l r .  Also, the literary form of Deuteronomy resembling that of a Near 

Eastern treaty is a tacit recognition of Yahweh's kingship in covenant 

relationship with his people (Thompson 1 974: 308). 
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in number�IV margin) , and anticipates Reuben's uncertain future and 
early decline in population (Gen. 49: 3-4; 2 Kgs 10 : 32-3 3) .  

7.  Judah. Judah's blessing is expressed as a prayer, and differs 
from the order of Genesis 49. Simeon has disappeared from this 
earlier list, possibly reflecting its early absorption into Judah (cf. 
Josh. 19 : 1-9) . i\1:issing from Genesis 49:S-1 2 is the Messianic role of 
Judah (Gen. 49: 1 0). But the present verse points to Judah's isolation 
from the rest of the tribes, as well as its military role, reflecting 
Genesis 49:S-9 (c£ Num. 2:9) . Moses implores God to assist Judah 
in battle and bring him back to his people in peace (Targum Onkelos 
aptly paraphrases: 'Accept, 0 Lord, the prayer of Judah when he 
goes forth into battle, and bring him back safely to his people') . 

8-<J. Levi. The blessing and prayer for Levi is longer and quite 
different from the negative portrayal at Genesis 49: 5-7, which begins 
to reveal Levi's importance for Deuteronomy as the true priestly 
tribe, perhaps over against rival priestly claimants (cf. Num. 1 6: 1  -
l S : 3 2) .  This is continued with the reference to the Urim (curse = a 
negative response) and Thummim (perfect = positive response), only 
in reverse order here (v. Sa). These were a means of ascertaining the 
divine will in different matters, possibly by the use of two stones 
which had to agree with each other (Exod. 2S :30; c£ Num. 27=21) .  
The phrase belong to the man you favoured (v. Sa), meaning the one who 
is 'devoted' or 'loyal', may reflect the Levites' actions at Exodus 
3 2:2 5-29 within the golden calf episode, in spite of Aaron's actions 
(cf. N um. 2p-1 3 ;  Ezek. 44: 1 5 ; 4S:  l l ) .  The following wordplay 
(v. Sb), You tested him at Massah;you contended with him at the waters of 
Meribah, is unique, and may possibly refer to either Exodus l T l-7 or 
Numbers 20: 1-1 3 ,  although there is no specific mention of the 
Levites in these texts (6: 1 6; 9 :22 ;  3 2: 5 1 ;  c£ Ps. S 1 :7 [ET]) .  Another 
possibility is that in Moses and Aaron, leaders of the tribe of Levi, 
the whole tribe was on trial on these occasions (Thompson 1 974: 
3 l o) . But if the reference to Massah and Meribah (v. Sb) is meant to 
be read in the light of the framing verses Sa and 9, which could also 
refer to the golden calf incident, then the Levites may have acted in 
a way comparable to that of Horeb (Exod. 32 :25-29; c£ Num. 2p-
1 3). On these occasions the Levites manifested a spirit which is here 
predicated of the whole tribe (v. 9b; lit. 'they [pl.] watched over your 
word and guarded your covenant'; c£ 1 3 :6-13) .  
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ro. Because of such devotion to God's cm-enant word (v. 9b), 

the Le\-ites were given the dual responsibility of guarding and 
teaching the law (n-. 9b and l oa), and undertaking the various 

duties associated with the offering of sacrifices (\� r ob) . The area 
of teaching is defined as the precepts (mifpatim = 'norms' or 'judicial 
decisions') and the law (tord = 'teaching' or 'instruction'; cf. Hos. 

4:6; :\1ic. 4: 1 l ;  :\fal. 2 : 1-9) . In the area of cultic observances, the 
Levites were to bring incense before Yahweh (lit. 'they shall place 

incense before ,-our face/in vour nostrils') ,  and offer whole burnt � � 

offerings (kalfl; cf. l p 6; Lev. 6 :22-2 3 [ET] ; l Sam. 7:9; Ps. 5 1 : 1 9  [ET]) 
on his altar. 

r r. The first explicit blessing in the chapter is invoked upon Levi's 

skills (bayi� and the work of his hands. This could mean: ( l) Levi's 

wealth and material blessings (cf. 8 : 1 7-1 8) ;  (2) his military valour 

(cf. Gen. 34:25-3 l ;  49: 5-7); (3) Levi's priestly calling and authority 

as teacher and cultic mediator in the light of verse r o. The problem 

is to reconcile these suggestions with verse l lb :  Smite the loins 
(rendering one impotent, unable to produce progeny) of those who 
rise up against him. (cf vv. 7, l 1 ,  1 7) .  The first suggestion may have 

implications for those who decide not to support the Levites with · 

the blessings of the land, thus endangering their life support (1 2: 1 9; 
14:27). The last two suggestions could equally suit the context of the 
entire passage as this relates to different historical situations 
involving the Levites and their potential enemies (cf. Gen. 3 4: 2 5-3 l ;  

Exod. p:25-29; Num. 1 6 : 1-1 l ;  2p-13) .  
r2. Benjamin. In Genesis 49:27 (cf. Judg. p4) Benjamin is 

described in warlike terms as a ravenous wo!f, but here this imagery 

disappears altogether, and is replaced by a term of endearment, 

beloved (yadfd) . Benjamin, as the youngest son of Jacob, was particu­

larly loved by his father (cf. Gen. 42: 3 8 ;  4p4; 44:20). Despite the 
difficulties posed by the translation of this verse, it is probably best 

understood in terms of the rest and security enjoyed by Benjamin, 

which frames (as the first and last word in Hebrew = fakan) the 

actual words of the blessing itself (cf v. 28) . And so a rough literal 

reading would be: 'Let the beloved of the Lord (Benjamin) rest 
(dwell) secure in him (God) , for he (God) shields him (Benjamin) all 

day long, and he (Benjamin) rests (dwells secure) between his (God's) 
shoulders.' Benjamin's blessing also provides a divider between the 
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two weightiest blessings in this chapter, of Levi and Joseph, who 

are unique in receiving a prayer for the direct blessing of God (vv. 

l l and l 3), framing Benjamin's blessing as the beloved of the LORD in 
verse 1 2. 

r3-r7. Joseph. This is the longest of the blessings and is close 

to its counterpart in Genesis 49:22-26. Verses 1 3-16  (cf. Gen. 
49: 2 5-26) are held together by the repetition of the term bounty 
(meged), but with different expressions in each verse. However, the 

political status in verse 1 7  corresponds to Genesis 49:22-24, 
although here in verse 17 the strength of Joseph is likened to that 

of a firstborn bull (symbolizing strength and assertiveness, rather than 

fertility) , which is familiar in ANE texts (especially Egypt, Babylon 

and Canaan) . 1 2 But this is also linked to the image of a wild ox (cf 
Num. 2 3 :22;  24:8), whose horns will gore the nations, even to the 

ends of the earth. It is possible that Joseph's two horns represent 
Ephraim and Manasseh, even though Ephraim is presented as the 

dominant tribe through a rhetorical 'step-down', reversing the usual 

order of thousands and ten thousands (contrast p:30; cf l Sam. 1 8 :7 ;  
2 1 : 1 1 [ET] ; 29: 5 ;  Nelson 2002: 3 9 1) .  

The petition Moses made for Joseph (including Ephraim and 

Manasseh) is divided between a wish for the fertility and produc­

tivity of the land (vv. l 3-16) and for strength, whereby Joseph 

might be the means of God's judgment upon the nations (v. 1 7) .  
Joseph's blessing mirrors, more than any other, Deuteronomy's 

theme of the rich deposit of the land. The abundance of food for 

Joseph's descendants is a fitting blessing (cf Gen. 41 : 3 5-37) ,  which 
speaks of the heaven above, the deep (tehom) waters below (v. l 3) ,  the sun 
and moon (v. 14), the ancient mountains and everlasting hills (v. l 5 ) ,  '3 and 

the earth in all its fullness (v. l Ga) .  Such primordial descriptions of  

the earth probably also conceal a polemical thrust, for  these bless­
ings come from Yahweh alone, and no other god (cf. 4: 1 5-24) . 
Finally, the description of Yahweh as him who dwelt in the burning bush 

I 2.  If the :\IT reading, 'his bull', is accepted, the image could refer to 

Ephraim as Joseph's favourite son. 

r 3 .  This reference could include wood, stone, mineral reserves and food­

stuffs (cf 8:9; Tigay 1 996: 3 28) . 
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reading would be: 'Let the beloved of the Lord (Benjamin) rest 
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day long, and he (Benjamin) rests (dwells secure) between his (God's) 
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two weightiest blessings in this chapter, of Levi and Joseph, who 

are unique in receiving a prayer for the direct blessing of God (vv. 

l l and l 3), framing Benjamin's blessing as the beloved of the LORD in 
verse 1 2. 
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of a firstborn bull (symbolizing strength and assertiveness, rather than 
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Ephraim and Manasseh, even though Ephraim is presented as the 
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I 2.  If the :\IT reading, 'his bull', is accepted, the image could refer to 

Ephraim as Joseph's favourite son. 

r 3 .  This reference could include wood, stone, mineral reserves and food­

stuffs (cf 8:9; Tigay 1 996: 3 28) . 
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(\� r 6b ) '4 is the only reference to that event outside Exodus 3 ,  and 
supports the theological importance of this event for Deuteronomy 
(see commentary on 4: 1 r) .  According to Wright (1 996: 3 r r), 'the 
poetic phrase produces a brilliant bathos' ('step-down') . After the list 
describing nature's awesomeness, the blessing seeks the favour of 
God who was found in a bush (also see the use of rhetorical 'step­
down' above in -v: 17). In verse r 6b Moses entreats God to make all 
of the previous blessings rest on Joseph's head as the prince among his 
brothers (nezfr), the one separated as highest in status (cf Gen. 49:26) .  
Joseph's brother tribes would recognize this importance, as  would 
the nations at large (see comment on v. 1 7  above) . 

r8-r9. Zebulun and Issachar only. These two sons of Leah 
are commonly paired in this order (Gen. 49 : 1 3-1 5 ;  Judg. p4-r 5) ,  
but at Genesis 30 : 17-19 Zebulun is the sixth son, and Issachar the 
fifth. Here this might also correspond to the previous paired order 
of the sons of Rachel - Benjamin and Joseph (the twelfth and 
eleventh sons respectively) - and, before that, the framing paired 
tribes of Leah, Judah and Levi (the fourth and third sons respec­
tively) . Attention has already been drawn to the importance of Levi 
and Joseph in this chapter. But Issachar may also provide a frame for ·  
Levi in the opening Leah group, as offering sacrifices. The following 
list relates particularly to the reversal of birth orders: 

Judah 
Levi 

Benjamin 
Joseph 

Zebulun 
Issachar 

sons of Leah (vv. 7-r r) 

sons of Rachel (vv. r 2-r7) 

sons of Leah (vv. r 8-r 9) 

The combined blessing in verse r 8 underlines the fact that Zebulun 
and Issachar shared a common border in the northern part of the 

14. The reading 'thorn bush' (seneh) is preferable to the emendation 'Sinai' 

(senqy) (KRSV). 
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land, and also had easy access along the Jezreel Valley to the riches 
of the sea and coast. But the contrast between the expressions going 
out and in _your tents (a merismus for a community's whole life) 
suggests that in sea trade Zebulun would be successful (v. r 9b; cf 
Gen. 49: 1 3) ,  but in sedentary, agricultural and worship pursuits 
(involving the offering of sacrifices ef righteousness; cf. Ps. 5 r :  r 9 [ET]), 
Issachar is in view in verse r 9a (cf -v: r ob; Gen. 49 : 14-r  5). The 
expression peoples (v. r 9a) probably refers to fellow Israelites or 
kinship groups, and may also be a reference to the existence of a 
Yahweh shrine on Mount Tabor, later occupied by Zebulun (cf. 
Josh. r 9 : r 2, 22; Judg. 4:6, 1 2; Hos. p-7) . Finally, Zebulun will 
extract (or 'suck out') riches derived from maritime wealth (v. r 9b), 
which may include the famous purple dye produced from shellfish 
(treasures hidden in the sand) . 

20-2r .  Gad. Following the previous order, the sons of  Leah 
provide a frame for the sons of Rachel in the centre, reversing the 
order of Genesis 49: 1 6-2 1 (cf. Gen. 3o : r-r3) .  The sons of Leah 
receive two verses each, and the sons of Rachel just one verse each. 

Gad - son of Leah (through Zilpah) (vv. 20-21) 
Dan - son of Rachel (through Bilhah) (v. 22) 
Naphtali - son of Rachel (through Bilhah) (v. 2 3) 
Asher - son of Leah (through Zilpah) (vv. 24-25) 

This is the only blessing in the chapter referred to as either from or 
to God (cf. Gen. 9 :26) for anyone helping to enlarge (cf. 1 9: 8) Gad's 
population (cf Reuben at v. 6) . As such, it provides a frame for the 
same word blessed (passive participle) at verse 24, relating to the tribe 
of Asher itself (cf. v. 23) .  Gad is portrayed in warrior-like terms as 
a lion (v. 2ob; cf. Gen. 49: 1 9) .  In time, Gad appears to have absorbed 
Reuben, which may explain verse 2 r a: He chose or 'saw' the best land 
for himself (cf Num. p: r-42), which was kept (sapun) for him 
(possibly also reflecting the portion of an 'honoured' leader, as in 
post-biblical Hebrew) . The rest of verse 2 1  mav refer to Gad's lead­
ership in battle as this related to the Transjordan, as well as to the 
LORD's righteous will and judgments also to fight across the Jordan 
(Num. 32 :28-30) .  Thus, by acting in the van of his people to fulfil 
the Lord's design and his decisions for Israel, Gad provides a frame 
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a lion (v. 2ob; cf. Gen. 49: 1 9) .  In time, Gad appears to have absorbed 
Reuben, which may explain verse 2 r a: He chose or 'saw' the best land 
for himself (cf Num. p: r-42), which was kept (sapun) for him 
(possibly also reflecting the portion of an 'honoured' leader, as in 
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for Asher at verses 24-2 5 ,  as one \vho was also to be held in special 
esteem by his brothers. 

22. Dan. Dan's blessing is an aphorism with cryptic content. His 
small size as a lion's cub (applied to Judah at Gen. 49:9) may initially 
provide a parallel with Gad, who is described as a lion with great 
strength (-v: 20) .  But whereas in Genesis 49: l 6 Dan will provide justice 
for his people, nothing of that is mentioned here (cf \: 21 ) .  This 
may be because justice has already been connected with Gad in verse 
2 r .  It may also relate to Dan's apparent lack of justice at Judges l 8:27, 
and to the Danite Samson's unsuccessful struggle against the 
Philistines Gudg. l p - 16 : 3  1) .  The expression spnizging out of Bashan 
is difficult, since Bashan was never a locale of Dan. 1 5  One sugges­
tion is that it could be part of the lion metaphor, in which the 
aggressiveness of lions towards cattle in Bashan became proverbial 
(Nelson 2002: 3 92) . But Genesis 49: 1 7  may provide the real due, 
where Dan is described as a vipe1: Thus the word Bahan (bafan) may 
disguise a cognate to the Ugaritic word btn ('serpent') , which may be 
translated: 'who leaps forth like/from (or quicker than) a snake' 
(Nelson 2002: 3 9 2) .  This would suit the sense of Genesis 49: 17  and 
Judges l 8 :27. Finally, Dan's connection with Judah as a lion's cub may· 
serve a geographical as well as a leadership purpose, in the sense that 
Dan is the northernmost tribe (although not originally so; Josh. 
1 9:40-48 ;  Judg. 1 8 : 1-3 1 ) ,  and Judah is the southernmost tribe 
(noting that Simeon is unaccountably left out of this song) .  This 
produces an image of Israel protected by lions on either side 
(Friedman 200 1 :  676) . 

23. Naphtali. Naphtali's possession was also in the far north, in 
upper Galilee Gosh. 1 9 : 3 2-39) .  But unlike Dan, it is described as 
abounding with the favour of the LORD, and full of his blessing (note that 
Dan is omitted from the list of tribes in Rev. 7 :  5-8 ,  possibly because 

of its connection with idolatry; cf. Judg. l 8: 3 0-3 l ) .  This may relate 
to Naphtali's productive land bordering the Sea of Gahlee, as well 
as to its independent spirit and freedom in such an isolated area of 

1 5 . However, this point is not entirely beyond dispute, as vv. 22-25 seem to 

link Dan, Naphtali and Asher together in the Galilee area (Thompson 

1 974: 3 16) . 
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the northern hill country (cf. Gen. 49:21) .  The final phrase is more 
difficult: he will inherit southward to the lake. The word lake (,)'am) can 
mean 'west' (cf 3 : 27) , so that the line might read: 'he will inherit to 
the west and south' of the Sea of Galilee. 

24-25 .  Asher. The final blessing upon Asher (= blessed) as a wish 
frames the account of Gad at verses 20-2 l with the word blessed 
(passive participle) . But whereas for Gad the blessing related to 
anyone who would enlarge his tribe, here the blessing takes the form 
of a wish for the tribe itself: Most blessed of sons is Asher. Like Joseph 
(v. l 6b; prince among his brothers) and Gad (v. 2 1 ;  esteemed among the 
tribes), he is compared with other tribes. The blessing, Let him 
[Asher] be favoured !y his brothers, appears to be linked to the next line, 
let him bathe his feet in oil (-v: 24), speaking of the abundance of natural 
wealth (especially olives; Gen. 49:20; cf 49: 1 1 ) .  But Asher's land may 
have been vulnerable to outside attack, hence the wish for strong 
fortifications (v. 25) .  The link between the two wishes may turn on 
a play on words, since the Hebrew min'al (bolts of your gates, only here) 
is similar to the word for bolt and sandal (na'al; LXX = 'His sandal 
shall be iron and brass'; Thompson 1974: 3 1 6) . The final blessing of 
strength (LXX) or 'security' (dobe'; only here) will equalyourdqys (v. 25 b), 
and may also be a conceptual parallel to the enduring nature of the 
bolts of your gates as iron and bronze (v. 2 5 a) . 1 6 

26, 29. Verses 26-29 provide a frame to verses 1-5  and emphasize 
the uniqueness of the God of jeshurun as Israel's Warrior God 

(v. 26a). But on this occasion he reappears, riding on the clouds of 
heaven in his mqjesty (ga'awd) , in order to help (lit. 'as your help'; 
v. 26b; cf Ps. 68 :  3 3-34 [ET]). Verses 26 and 29 form a bracket around 
these final verses, with the uniqueness of Yahweh (no-one lzke; v. 26a) 
and of Israel (who is like; v. 29a) reflecting the same order as verses 2-
5 .  It is therefore fitting that the book closes on the note of the 
uniqueness of Yahweh as the God of Jeshurun, and the derived 
uniqueness of Israel as his people, forming a frame for the entire 
book (cf 4: 5-8 and 4: 3 2-40 expressed in reverse) . Moreover, verses 

16 .  Porter (1 994: 267-270) offers an alternate interpretation that blesses 

Asher as a matchless warrior rather than a prosperous tribe, supported 

by v. 25 and vv. 26-29. 
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26 and 29 share the terms his majesty (v. 26b),yourmajestic sword (v. 29b), 
as well as your helper ('ezer, v. 26b and 29b; cf. Gen. 2: l 8-20; esp. Ps. 

l l 5 :9-1 l) . Taking these terms together, in verse 26 'your helper' 
equates poetically VJi.th his majesty, and in verse 29 your shield and helper 
equates with 'your majestic sword' in an ajb/a/b fashion. This all 

adds up to the activi.ty and protection of Yahweh as the Divine 
Warrior on Israel's behalf, highlighting their triumph over the enemy. 

27-28. Israel's refuge (c£ Ps. 90: 1 ;  9 1 :9) is focused on the eternal 
God (qedem; cf. Ps. 6 8 : 3  3 [ET]), whose everlasting arms ( '6lam; c£ v. l 5 
for both terms eternal and everlastiniJ carry Israel (cf. l : 3 l) , as well as 

drive out the enemy of the land, sayi.ng destrqy him, which finally leads 
to Israel's dwelling apart (cf. Num. 23 :9) in safety and peace (alone) 
within the land (c£ 4: 32-40; p7-24) .  Thus,Jacob's .ipring (offspring) 
will be made secure within the land. The bounty of Israel's land (v. 
28) is marked by the divine provision of grain, new wine and dew, 
reflected at 7 : 1 3  within the context of holy war (cf. l 1 : 8-1 5 ) ,  and in 

Isaac's blessing of Jacob (Gen. 27:28). 

29. The last words from Moses are a final blessing relating to Israel's 
unique status as a people (7:6; 26: 1 6-19) ,  whose distinctiveness  
consists in being saved by the Lord ( c£ Rev. 5 :9), made possible only · 

by the uniqueness of their God, and his commitment to the 
Abrahamic promise (v. 26; cf. 4: 5-8, 32-40; 7:7-1 2). But the second 

half of the verse is not what we might have expected: He is your shield 
and helper and your glorious sword (cf. Gen. l p;  Ps. l 1 5 :9-1 l) . Verse 29b 
describes Israel as either trampling down the high places of their 
enemies (Heb. bamot, cf. Num. 3 n2) or 'treading on their 
backs/necks' (so LXX; cf. Josh. 1 0:24), possibly suggested by the 
previous line 0'our enemies will cower before you) . Why does Moses end 
with the defeat of Israel's enemies? Two answers are possible. (1) The 
conclusion to the blessing of Moses (3 3 :26-29) parallels that of the 

Song of Moses on this theme (32 :39-43) .  (2) It was important for 
Israel not to ftarthe enemy in the taking of the land (7: l 7-26; c£ l :26--
46), and this would continue to gauge their success in doing so. 

Meaning 
The final blessing of Moses (3 p-29) follows the tribal blessings 
of Jacob just before he died (Gen. 49: 1-28) , thus replicating the 
canonical end frame of the first book of the Pentateuch. Here, these 
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blessings are framed by the notice of Moses' impending death and 
the Lord's showing him the Promised Land (3 2:48-52; 34: 1-12). This 
suggests that .Moses' role in these final blessings is to express God's 
approval of the one who was excluded from the land because of 
Israel's sin. Also, God's primary intent is to 'bless '  Israel rather than 
bring 'curse' upon her (c£ Num. 22 - 24) . Now Moses can even bless 
the tribes of Israel in ways that often depart from Jacob 's original 
words to them, especially in deviating from the original prominence 
given to Judah, and drawing attention to a fresh importance given 
to the tribes of Levi. and Joseph. The Levites are given the role of 
teaching the Torah to all Israel (3 3 : 8-1 l) , and the tribe of Joseph is 
pictured as enjoying the most abundant part of the land (3 3 : 13-17) .  
This is a way of emphasizing the participation of  all of  the tribes in 
the blessing and systematic filling of the land from south to north, 
including the Levitical priests, who are otherwise excluded from its 
inheritance. The tribes of Levi and Joseph also symbolize the theo­
logical importance for Deuteronomy of Torah obedience, and its 
connection to the possession and enjoyment of the rich abundance 
of the land. This is a picture of theological history unfolding, with 
shifting centres of gravity for all the tribes. But framing this blessing 
is the Lord, who shines forth from Sinai as king over Jeshurun in 
giving Israel the law (3 3 :  l -5) ,  and finally as warrior king who rides 
on the clouds of heaven and drives out the enemy from the land, so 
that Israel might possess it in fulfilment of the Abrahamic promise 
(3 3 :26-29) . 

D. The death of Moses (34:1-12) 

Context 
Deuteronomy's epilogue fulfils the previous command given to 
Moses to ascend Mount Nebo to view the Promised Land before he 
died (3 2:48-52 ;  c£ Num. 27: 1 2-14) .  It also provides a frame for 
3 :2 3-29 (c£ Num. 27: 1 5-23) in terms of Joshua's appointment as 
Moses'  successor as Israel's shepherd-leader. Thus the death of  
Moses becomes a crucial theme for the book of Deuteronomy. 1 7  

1 7. See D. T. Olson, Deuteronomy and the Death of Moses (Fortress, 1 994). 
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In terms of this chapter's outline, we may foliow the concentric 
structure given by :\IcCom-ille (2002: 476): 

A. :Yioses is shown the land (vv. 1-3) 
B. It is the land promised to the Patriarchs (v. 4) 
C Death of :'vfoses (vv. 5-8) 

B. 1 Joshua succeeds :'vfoses (v: 9) 
A. 1 The uniqueness of :\foses (vv. 1 0-1 2) 

Comment 
r .  Deuteronomy begins with Mount Horeb (1 :6), and concludes 

with :\foses climbing :\fount Nebo from the p!azizs of Moab (cf. q).  

This i s  further described as  the top of Pisgah, across from Jericho. The 

mountain in question was part of a range east of the Dead Sea and 

Jordan called the Abanm (3 2:49; cf. Num. 2p 2; 3 3 :47-48). Pisgah 

may have been the northern part of this range facing west (Josh. 

1 3 :20), and Nebo would have been a prominent peak on its top slope 

(cf. 3 : 27), from which the entire Cis-Jordan could be viewed. It is 

identified as Jebel Es-Siyagha, some five miles south-west of Tel 

Hesban, and about fifteen miles east of Jericho (Merrill 1 994: 4 5 1-

452). 
2-3 . The Lord himself showed Moses the land in a geographical, 

anti-clockwise sweep (cf. Abraham at Genesis 1 3 : 14-1 5) ,  starting 

from the far north, then west and then south as far as Zoar. Despite 

the superb view, it really does not extend beyond Mount Gilboa, the 

highlands of Gilead on the east, and the Judean hills to the west. 

But the portion that was visible symbolized the whole (Thompson 

1 974: 3 1 9), and provides a mental map for the reader. 

4. Following a visual presentation of the land to Moses for the 

first time, this is also the Lord's last word to him within the book. 

The land Moses can see was pledged on oath to the Patriarchs long 

before (cf. Gen. 1 2:7) . This pledge frames the book of Deuter­

onomy (cf. 1 : 8), and dominates Moses' discourse throughout as a 

major theme. As an accompanying frame to the book, Moses is also 

forbidden to enter the land (1 : 37), indicated a total of seven times 

within frame passages as a lead up to its eighth and final mention at 

34:4 ( 1 : 3 7; 3 : 2 3-29; 3 1 : 2, 14, 1 6, 27-29; 3 2:48-52) .  

5 .  At the centre of the chapter (vv. 5-8) is  the report of the death 
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of Moses, the servant of the Lord (v. 5 ;  cf. 3 :24; 9:27; 3 2 : 36, 4 3 ;  also 
3 3 : 1  the man of God), perhaps in the sense of a royal minister who is 

trusted, loyal and intimate with his master (cf. Num. 1 2:6-8; Heb. 3 : 5  
= in al! God's house) . The phrase, as the Lord had said or commanded 

(lit. 'he died at God's mouth'; cf. Num. 3 n 8), recalls 8 :  3 as equally 
applicable to the manner in which God's servants embrace death. 

6. The Masoretic text has 'He (the Lord) buried', whereas other 

versions have the plural: 'They buried' (SamP, LXX). Perhaos God 

removed Moses' bodv from the mountain where evervbodv knew 

he had gone to die, i� order to keep his gr�ve a secret Criga� 1 996: 
3 3 8). The site was located in Moab, in the valley opposite Beth Peor 
(3 :29; 4:46). If a connection with the earlier Baal of Peor (cf. 4:3-4) 
is maintained, then the choice of the site may also serve as a rhetor­
ical and polemical indicator of Moses' loyal stand as the servant of 

the Lord against idolatry, even in his death. In any case, the notice 

that the Lord bmself buried Moses may be seen as offering a form 

of approval and compensation for not allowing Moses to enter the 

Promised Land (3 :2 3-29; 3 2:48-52) .  The final note that to this dqy 
no-one knows where his grave is may add further poignancy to Moses' 
exclusion from the land (McConville 2002: 477) . But it may also 

draw attention to Israel's greater need to seek Moses' most enduring 

legacy in terms of the written tiJrd, rather than indulge in a form of 

grave worship (cf. 14: 1-2; 26 : 14; Blenkinsopp 1 9 9 5 :  1-1 6) .  Thus, 

even the notice of Moses' death serves as a message of spiritual life 

and death for Israel (cf. 30 : 1 5-20) . 
7. Moses dies at 1 20 years of age (cf. Gen. 6 : 3  as the maximum 

lifespan, found in Sumerian literature as well) . The point here is that 

Moses' old age is characterized by freshness and vitality, and he dies 

either because he has reached the divinely appointed limit (cf. 3 1 :2), 
or he has died prematurely. Aaron also dies at l 2 3 years of age 
(Num. 3 3 : 3 9) in the fortieth year of wilderness  wandering, 

suggesting that both options are possible. 

8. The people wept for Moses for thirty days in the plains of 

Moab where he was buried (cf. Aaron; Num. 20:29). 
9· In Deuteronomy, Moses' death is closely connected with 

Joshua's succession at the frames (3 :2 1-22, 2 3-29; 3 1 : 14, 2 3 ;  3 2:44; 
34:9) . Moses must die before the next stage of salvation history can 

progress with Joshua, already anticipated at Numbers 27: 1 2-23 
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(which mentions only the conferral of :\:foses' authority to Joshua at 
l\:um. 27:20). Here the laying on of both hands has the effect of 

transferring Moses' wisdom and authority to Joshua, but Joshua will 
be no new Moses standing in an equivalent prophetic relationship 

to Yahweh (vv. 1 0-1 2; cf. Num. 27 :21) .  Finally, while Israel now 
listened to Joshua, signifying their acknowledgment of his leader­
ship, their obedience was to all that Moses had given them from the 

Lord (v. 9b; cf. Josh. q-8; 23 :6) . 
ro. From the final narrator's point of view, the prophetic status 

of Moses as the one whom the Lord knew face to face is incompar­
able (Exod. 3 3 : 1  l ;  Num. l 2:6-8; cf. Jer. 2 3 : 1 8) .  Already attention 
has been drawn to the centrality of l 8 :  14-22 within the law code 

of chapters l 2 - 26, as this relates to Israel's temptation to discern 
the Lord's will in occult practices of various kinds ( 1 8 :9-1 3) ,  
including prophets who seek to claim falsely that the Lord had said 
something to them ( 1 3 : 1-5) .  Therefore, the purpose of verse r o  
may be to validate Moses' teachings of uncompromising mono­

theism against competing versions of what Yahweh was supposed 
to have said in Israel, countering 'syncretistic Yahwism' (Tigay 1 996: 
1 3 7-143). 

r r-12. The language that is used of the Lord's mighty power at 
3 : 24 and 4:3 2-34 is now applied to Moses in the final extravagant 
tribute of verses l 1-1 2, as if the Lord is now returning an affec­
tionate compliment along the lines of: 'Moses said of me there is 
none like Yahweh, and so I now bear witness that there is none like 
Moses' (Goldin 1 9 8T 2 1 9-225) .  But why conclude with Moses' 
mighty power and awesome deeds, when the entire focus of Deuteronomy 
has been upon Moses the law-giver? Wenham (2003 :  1 24) suggests 
that this is the last part of a biography of Moses within the 
Pentateuch. Watts ( l 99 8 :  42 l) puts forward that the omission of the 
laws here may have been a way of preserving their divine and fixed 
status as coming from Yahweh. But this has already been stated at 
the frame passage of l :  3 b. These verses most probably serve a 
rhetorical and legitimating purpose, highlighting the signs and wonders 
:)f Moses as giving support and authority to his prophetic word and 
:)ffice, performed in the sight of all Israel (v. l 2; cf. 4: 32-40; esp. 6:20-
z. 5 ,  and see commentary o n  l 1 :2-7). Also, the use o f  signs and 
wonders performed by a prophet may demonstrate that his message 
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really comes from God (Deut. 1 3 :2; cf. Exod. 4:3 0-3 l ;  14: 3 1 ;  l Sam. 
7:2-17 ;  1 2 : 1 6-2 5 ;  l Kgs 1 T 24; 1 8 : 3 6-3 7) .  Thus :\1.oses is here 
remembered as a prophet, whose main role in Deuteronomy is to 
announce the consequences of obeying and disobeying God's previ­
ously stated laws. 

Finally, Moses next appears within the land in glorious splendour 
on the Mount of Transfiguration talking with Elijah and Christ 
about the 'exodus' which Jesus was about to accomplish in 
Jerusalem for the salvation of the world (Luke 9 :  30-3 r ) .  Jesus was 
the long-awaited prophet like Moses par excellence, whom the people 

must now listen to, or perish (Luke 9 : 3 5 ;  Acts 3 :22-2 3 ;  cf. Deut. 
l 8 : 1  5-19) .  Further, as Moses was a faithful servant in all God's house, 
testifying to what would be said in the future, Christ now fulfils the 
role of faithful son over God's house to those who place their hope 
in him (Heb. p-6). 

Meaning 

The death of Moses has been awaited since Numbers 27: 1 2-23 ,  and 
so provides an important frame around the book of Deuteronomy. 
Within these frame passages Moses is also forbidden to enter the 
land, which in turn is linked to the succession of Joshua seven times 
( 1 : 3 7-38 ;  3 :2 3-29; 3 1 :2, 14, 1 6, 27-29; 3 2:48-5 2) ,  followed by an 
eighth in 34:4. Moses must therefore die before God's plan of salva­
tion history can continue through Joshua. This succession is further 
linked to the realization of the promise of the land to the Patriarchs 
also framing the book at l : 8  and 34:4. At the centre of the epilogue 

(vv. 5-8) is the report of the death of Moses, the servant of the LORD, 
thus adding further mystery and poignancy to his life and authority 
as a true prophet, whose word must be listened to and obeyed 
because of the witness  of the many mighty deeds that he 
performed. Moses will speak even louder in death than in life, as 
the temptation to revive a cult of the dead gives way to the enduring 
legacy of his word and obedience to it, which alone gives the 
promise of life and not death (3 0: 1 r-20; cf. Isa. 8 : 1 8-20). 
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