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DAY 1

RENEWING THE COVENANT
Deuteronomy 1-34 Overview

A

s with previous books, the name Deuteronomy comes
not from the original Hebrew text, but from later Greek
translation (the Septuagint, or LXX). The Hebrew name
derives from the first words of the book, ‘These are the
words’. This captures the emphasis on instruction over
narrative, and the equivalence between the words of Moses
and the Word of God.
The Greek name comes from the translation of 17:18,
literally, ‘Second Law’. This describes the legislative
character of the book, though it is somewhat imprecise.
Deuteronomy is not a second Law, replacing ExodusLeviticus; instead, it is a second exposition of the Law for a
new generation, anticipating their new life in Canaan. Even
then, law is actually a subset of the actual focus, covenant
renewal.
What God said to them. The overall structure of
Deuteronomy encapsulates its essence. The first three
chapters provide the geographical and historical setting:
Israel is on the verge of entering the Promised Land, the
same position occupied a generation earlier, but forfeited
through disobedience and disbelief. The last four chapters
return to geographical and historical markers on the cusp of
invasion. In between are twenty-seven chapters of
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legislation. The geographical and historical framework
imbeds a law code for a particular reason: the main part of
the book (chapters 4-30) sets out spiritual and moral
directives to ensure that the failure of the previous
generation (chapters 1-3) is not repeated by the current
generation (chapters 31-34). Thus, the structure of
Deuteronomy matches its substance.
The literary structure of Deuteronomy is similar to ancient
Near Eastern treaties between unequal nations (technically,
‘suzerainty' treaties). The more powerful state (‘suzerain’)
would set treaty terms for the weaker state (‘vassal’),
codified in a document, typically with the following
elements:

• preamble (identifying the treaty partners, cf. 1:1-4);
• prologue (listing benefits that the suzerain has
provided, cf. 1:5-3:29);
• stipulations (reciprocal obligations on the vassal, cf.
chapters 4-26);
• blessings and curses (for the vassal fulfilling or
violating the treaty, cf. chapters 27-28);
• ratification of the treaty by the two parties (cf.
chapters 29-30);
• witnesses to the treaty (cf. chapters 31-34).
Two other features of suzerainty treaties appear in
Deuteronomy: (1) storage of the document in a temple
(31:24-26); and, (2) provision for periodic public reading
(31:9-13).
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Though the correspondence is not exact, it is suggestive.
The use of this literary genre in structuring Deuteronomy
reinforces the nature of the relationship between God and
Israel. As their sovereign benefactor, the Lord graciously
delivered them from Egypt. In reciprocation, they owe him
loyalty and virtue. If they fulfill their commitments, they will
continue under his blessing. If not, they will suﬀer
punishment.

What God is saying to us. Deuteronomy sets the agenda for
the remainder of the Old Testament. The covenant
stipulations, with the corresponding blessings and curses,
are the lens through which the rest of the Old Testament
explains Israel’s national experience. The historical books of
Joshua, Judges, 1 & 2 Samuel, and 1 & 2 Kings all account for
subsequent fortunes and misfortunes in terms of the
nation’s fidelity or infidelity to the covenant stipulations.
Similarly, the prophets later attribute Israel’s exile to
fundamental violation of the covenant. They also anticipate
a glorious future when Israel will live in obedience under
divine blessing.
None of this is salvation by works. It is covenant: initiated by
grace, properly reciprocated with worship and obedience.
While we have noted the point before, it bears repeating:
while some diﬀerences exist, our situation is substantially
parallel to theirs. The New Testament affirms that as the
people of God, we are in covenant with him, a covenant
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established by grace, as was theirs, with expected
reciprocations and responsibilities, as was theirs.
As we proceed through Deuteronomy, we will find that
God’s stipulations for them diﬀer considerably from his
expectations for us. The envisaged blessings and curses
also diﬀer. But the general structure of the covenant
remains the same: God graciously initiates covenant with
us, and requires that we reciprocate with worship and
obedience, in order to continue under his blessing and
escape his judgment.
Two other diﬀerences are decisive, as we have also seen
previously. First, the Old Testament system of atoning
sacrifice is decisively and finally fulfilled in the once-for-all
death of Christ in atonement for sin (Romans 3:21-26).
Secondly, while Deuteronomy tells Israel what to do in
reciprocation for God’s beneficence, it does not empower
them to do it. The remedy to this impotence comes through
union with the risen Christ, via of his indwelling Spirit
(Romans 8:1-17). The crucified Christ atones for our sin; his
indwelling Spirit empowers us to love and serve him.

“These are the words Moses spoke to all
Israel in the wilderness east of the
Jordan” (1:1).
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DAY 2

THE SETTING: PLACE, TIME,
AND THEOLOGY
Deuteronomy 1:1-4
At first glance, these verses provide the setting in space
and time. Geographically, the refugees are located east of
the Jordan, about to cross the river into Canaan. Temporally,
forty years have passed since the exodus, and Israel
recently defeated two local rulers. On further consideration,
this preamble conveys much more.
What God said to them. Verse 1 – and its repetition in verse
5 – recall the closing verse of Numbers:
These are the commands and regulations the Lord gave
through Moses to the Israelites on the plains of Moab by
the Jordan across from Jericho (Numbers 36:13);
“These are the words Moses spoke to all Israel in the
wilderness east of the Jordan—that is, in the Arabah—
opposite Suph, between Paran and Tophel, Laban,
Hazeroth and Dizahab” (Deuteronomy 1:1);
“East of the Jordan in the territory of Moab, Moses began
to expound this law” (Deuteronomy 1:5).
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At the beginning of Deuteronomy, Israel remains where they
were at the end of Numbers. This is another reminder that
Genesis through Deuteronomy tell a single extended story
in five parts.
In addition to this logistical note, the preamble implicitly
makes three theological points. First, it claims divine
inspiration for the book. Deuteronomy simultaneously
reports “the words Moses spoke to Israel” (verse 1), and “all
that the Lord had commanded him” to proclaim to the
Israelites (verse 3). These words have a dual identity: they
are both the words of Moses and the words of God (cf.
Numbers 36:13).
Secondly, the juxtaposition of verse 2 and 3 highlights a
geographical irony with theological significance. “It takes
eleven days to go from Horeb [the region around Mount
Sinai] to Kadesh Barnea [on the borders of Canaan] by the
Mount Seir road” (verse 2). Yet this is now the fortieth year
since Israel left Egypt (verse 3). Even a half-attentive reader
recognizes the allusion to the wilderness wanderings. A
distance that could be covered in eleven days took Israel
forty years (Numbers 14:20-35; 32:6-13). Deuteronomy
begins with a reminder that the grace of God does not
protect his people from judgment for sin.
Thirdly, of all the events from Numbers, this preamble
mentions only two related incidents: the defeats of Sihon,
ruler of the Amorites, and Og, ruler of Bashan (verse 4 cf.
Numbers 21:21-35). The reason is not hard to deduce. As
Israel prepares to invade inhabited territory, the text
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anchors the upcoming, monumental military campaign in
recent military successes. Their recent history should
embolden Israel for the formidable challenge ahead, not
because it demonstrates their superior military prowess, but
because it assures them that God is fighting on their behalf.
While the grace of God may not protect his people from
judgment for sin, it perseveres with them while they pass
under his discipline.
These three features tie together. The entirety of
Deuteronomy is about obeying the word of God proclaimed
through Moses, worshipping God alone and serving him
faithfully, so that they may avoid judgment and conquer the
promised land. These four verses encapsulate the message
of the entire book.

What God is saying to us. The word of God to Israel speaks
also to his Church. As Jesus prepared his disciples for his
death, at the Last Supper, he instituted a ‘new covenant’ in
his blood (Matthew 26:26-30; Mark 14:22-26; Luke 22:17-20).
It is ‘new’, so we rightly expect some diﬀerences between
the Mosaic and Jesus covenants, requiring adjustments in
applying Deuteronomy to the Church today. At the same
time, the continuities remain sufficient for the two
relationships to share the designation ‘covenant’,
legitimizing the application of Deuteronomy to the Church
today. Subsequent readings will explore both the
discontinuities and the continuities, and their eﬀects on the
application of each passage.
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For today, we note the structural continuity between the
two covenants. God’s choice of Israel, like his choice of us,
is entirely gracious, unconditioned by any consideration of
supposed virtue or merit, whether past or anticipated. At
the same time, for us as for Israel, continued experience of
blessing, and avoidance of judgment, is conditional upon
appropriate reciprocation in worship and obedience.
As for Israel, so for us, the word of God – including the book
of Deuteronomy – reveals how we are to reciprocate for his
grace. Israel’s forty-year detour, including the death of an
entire generation, warns us that disobedience brings
discipline, even judgment. God’s willingness to resume with
their second generation demonstrates to us, that he does
not desert his people or his purposes, even when some fall
under his judgment (cf. 1 Corinthians 10:1-13).

“In the fortieth year, on the first day of the
eleventh month, Moses proclaimed to the
Israelites all that the Lord had commanded
him concerning them” (1:3).
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DAY 3

PREVIOUS FAILURE
Deuteronomy 1:5-46
Chapters 1-3 are prologue, reviewing Israel’s earlier attempt
to invade Canaan, abbreviated from the accounts in Exodus
and Numbers. From the many incidents that could be
retold, the prologue selects seven:

• 1:5-8 mandate to invade (cf. Numbers 13);
• 1:9-18 appointment of leaders to adjudicate disputes
(cf. Exodus 18);
• 1:19-46 survey of Canaan and double rebellion (cf.
Numbers 14);
• 2:1-23 bypassing Edom, Moab, and Ammon (cf.
Numbers 20);
• 2:24-3:11 conquering Heshbon and Bashan (cf.
Numbers 21);
• 3:12-20 distribution of captured land to 2½ tribes
(Numbers 32); and,
• 3:21-29 leadership transfer from Moses to Joshua
(Numbers 20,27).

This list summarizes the content of the units. More
important, though, is their function here.
The first paragraph, verses 5-8, sets the focus and theme of
the prologue: God’s previous call for his people to enter the
Promised Land. This commission develops in two
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directions. In verses 9-46, Israel refused to invade on God’s
command, failing to trust him, and then insisted on
invading, failing to accept his rebuke and discipline. In
2:1-3:20, the narrator updates the current state of the land
promise. The final portion, 3:21-29, transitions leadership in
preparation for the invasion.
In its entirety, the prologue reviews the previous attempt to
conquer the land, setting up the question: Will Israel’s
second attempt fare any better? The rest of Deuteronomy
sets the parameters for a successful invasion.
What God said to them. Implicitly acknowledging the
difficulty of the proposed invasion, verses 5-8 couples the
command to advance with a word of reassurance, twice:
“Break camp and advance ... I have given you this
land” (verses 7-8a);
“Go in and take possession of the land ... the Lord swore
he would give to your fathers ... and to their descendants
after them” (verse 8b).
This commission is simultaneously a command and a
promise. It joins divine initiative with human responsibility.
God grants them the land, yet they must conquer it. Will
they trust God and invade?
At first glance, verses 9-18, seems largely irrelevant, a
random historical recollection: Moses is overworked
adjudicating disputes, so he appoints a civil service to share
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the workload. What does this have to do with the proposed
invasion? The answer lies in the opening verses of the
paragraph. Additional judges are needed because: “The
Lord your God has increased your numbers so that today
you are as numerous as the stars in the sky” (verse 10). As
they prepared to fight for the land, Moses reminded them
that God had already fulfilled his first promise to Abraham;
he can be trusted to fulfill his second.
The next episode begins in much the same vein. God
commanded them to enter the land, the land that he had
given them, stated twice. Moses twice assured them that
they need not be afraid. Spies scouted the land and
reported its excellence (verses 19-25). So did they invade?
No. Instead, they rebelled against God, accusing him of
duplicity. Moses repeatedly assured them that the one who
delivered them from Egypt, and nurtured them through the
wilderness, would fight for them in the invasion.
Nonetheless, they would not trust God (verses 26-33).
So God decreed that none of that generation would enter
the land, apart from Caleb and Joshua. Even Moses would
be excluded (verses 34-40). At this point, the people
reversed course, insisting on invading though God now
warned against it. They suﬀered a humiliating defeat,
fulfilling their earlier fear (verses 41-46 cf. verse 27).
As a new generation stands at the border of Canaan, what is
the point of Moses reviewing these painful episodes? To
paraphrase: “Do not make the same mistake as your
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parents: God has been demonstrably faithful to his first
promise (verses 9-18), and he expects obedience from his
people (verses 19-46). This time when he commands you to
invade, do so.”

What God is saying to us. As noted previously, we
intuitively want to make the biblical text about our personal
lives. Yet this narrative is not primarily about the personal
life of individual Israelites. It is about the nation of Israel
obeying God’s command to invade Canaan, in fulfillment of
the second Abrahamic promise. The core issue for Israel is
whether or not they collectively will obey God and invade
the Promised Land.
In our era of salvation history, application of this passage
shifts to the fulfillment of the third Abrahamic promise,
blessing the nations through the gospel. The central issue
for the Church today – and for us individually – is: Will we
obey Jesus and prioritize the evangelization of the
unreached? This application – and largely only this one –
corresponds to the salvation-historical thrust of this
passage. Moreover, this application – and largely only this
one – is as explicitly and directly commanded as Israel’s
invasion of Canaan.

“’You were unwilling to go up; you rebelled
against the command of the Lord your
God’” (1:26).
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DAY 4

LAND STATUS, PRE-INVASION:
PART 1, PROTECTED LANDS
Deuteronomy 2:1-23
While the prologue covers much the same time-span as
Numbers, the content diﬀers markedly. Deuteronomy gives
little attention to the years of wilderness wandering. After
Israel fails to invade Canaan, 2:1 jumps over forty years of
wandering with a single sentence: “For a long time we
made our way around the hill country of Seir.” The story
resumes with a new commission to invade (2:2-3). Then the
text oﬀers a status update on the surrounding regions:

• peoples/lands that Israel already bypassed (2:1-23);
• peoples/lands that Israel already conquered
(2:24-3:11);
• the distribution of conquered lands (3:12-22).
These details are more than antiquarian trivia: Deuteronomy
deems them theologically significant. We consider the first
reading today, and the latter two, tomorrow.
What God said to them. The territorial survey explains the
boundaries of the impending invasion. Why does Israel
settle mostly between the Jordan River and the
Mediterranean Sea, but little to the east of the Jordan, even
though they had to pass through the one on the way to the
other? The text oﬀers one reason repeatedly: God directed
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Israel not to take most land east of the Jordan because he
had already assigned those territories to their current
inhabitants, Israel’s ancient relatives.
A comparison with Numbers highlights the point. Numbers
20-25 recounted the same migration, listing the regions in
geographical and chronological order: Edom, Heshbon,
Ammon, Bashan, and Moab. Deuteronomy groups the
regions topically: Edom, Moab, Ammon, Heshbon, and
Bashan. The rearrangement collates regions which escaped
attack (Edom, Moab and Ammon), and those which Israel
conquered (Heshbon and Bashan).
Additionally, Deuteronomy oﬀers a diﬀerent rationale for
lands bypassed or conquered. In Numbers, the decision
seemed to be strategic and pragmatic: could Israel win the
battle? Edom threatened attack, so Israel withdrew.
Heshbon and Bashan threatened, and Israel conquered.
Ammon was strongly fortified, so Israel passed by. Moab
first invoked sorcery, and then resorted to cultic sex,
winning without a battle (Numbers 20-25).
Deuteronomy, on the other hand, oﬀers a theological
rationale: God excluded three regions from conquest
because he had already allotted the land to the current
inhabitants, ancient relatives of Israel. God directed Israel to
bypass:

• Edom, because he ‘gave’ the land to Esau’s
descendants (2:4-8a);
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• Moab, because he ‘gave’ the land to Lot’s
descendants (2:8b-13);
• Ammon, because he ‘gave’ the land to Lot’s
descendants (2:16-23).

Notably, this is the standard language used for God ‘giving’
the Promised Land to Israel (1:8[2x],21,35,36,39; 2:24;
3:18,19,20; 4:38,40; etc.). God does not ‘give’ these regions
to Israel precisely because he has already ‘given’ them to
the Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites (2:5,9,19).
Similarly, the narrator explicitly correlates God’s allocation
of land to these peoples and to Israel: “The descendants of
Esau ... destroyed the Horites from before them and settled
in their place, just as Israel did in the land the Lord gave
them as their possession” (2:12). The Edomites, Moabites,
and Ammonites were able to conquer the previous
inhabitants of their lands because the Lord ‘destroyed’ the
previous inhabitants, just as he will fight for Israel against
the Canaanites (2:21-22).
The point: while Israel is God’s special people, they are not
the only ones that he cares about, to whom he assigns land,
or for whom he fights (2:12,22,37)!

What God is saying to us. We are used to the notion that
God gave Palestine to Israel. Many Christians affirm that the
land promises continue to apply to national Israel. As noted
previously, however, the New Testament does not clearly
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affirm that proposition. At the very least, in our era, God’s
focus transfers to the third Abrahamic promise, that of
blessing the nations.
Consequently, God’s demonstrable concern for the peoples
of Edom, Moab, and Ammon challenges our tendency to
concentrate our mission and outreach eﬀorts and funds
within those countries and regions where most Christians
already exist, on the already converted, on our churches
and families, to the relative neglect of unreached peoples in
regions with less access to the gospel. As Jesus later
affirms: “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I
must bring them also” (John 10:16).
For those who affirm that the land promises do still apply to
national Israel today, this passage affirms that God no less
‘gave’ particular lands to Israel’s ancient relatives, and their
modern descendants. If the former is to influence American
foreign policy, so should the latter.

“The Lord destroyed [previous inhabitants]
from before the Ammonites, who drove
them out and settled in their place. The
Lord had done the same for the
descendants of Esau, who lived in Seir,
when he destroyed the Horites from before
them” (2:21-22).
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DAY 5

LAND STATUS, PRE-INVASION:
PART 2, CONQUERED LANDS
Deuteronomy 2:24-3:22
As noted yesterday, Deuteronomy retells land narratives
from Numbers, regrouping them topically. The previous
reading covered three regions that God restricted from
Israel, because he had allotted them to other peoples.
Today’s reading groups two regions whose conquest God
approved and assisted: Heshbon and Bashan (cf. Numbers
21:21-35).
What God said to them. Previously God ‘gave’ land to
Israel’s neighbors. He also took land from other peoples and
‘gave’ it to Israel. This happened twice in a row, both
involving a people known as Amorites:

• 2:24-37 Israel conquered Heshbon (cf. Numbers
21:21-31);
• 3:1-11 Israel conquered Bashan (cf. Numbers
21:32-35).

Then, 3:12-20 surveys the allotment of this land to two-anda-half tribes of Israel. Finally, 3:21-22 draws out the
implications for the impending invasion of Canaan.
Three features are prominent in the conquest narratives.
First, military victory is achieved through a convergence of
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two forces: God decrees and Israel fights. The combination
appears four times in the first narrative, and twice in the
second (2:24,31,33,36; 3:2,3). Conversely, and reminiscent
of the plagues on Egypt, defeat comes through a
convergence of two forces: the Amorite king Sihon refuses
Israel passage, and the Lord makes him obstinate (2:30). We
tend to subordinate one aspect to the other, yet Scripture
consistently affirms complementary causation.
A second theme within the conquest narratives is fear, no
surprise in a context of mortal combat. The first narrative
uses repetition for emphasis: terror, fear, trembling, and
anguish came on the surrounding peoples as they heard of
Israel’s victory over Heshbon (2:25 cf. 2:4). In the latter, God
exhorted Israel not to be afraid because he would deliver
Bashan to them (3:2 cf. 1:21,29).
A third feature of the narratives is Israel’s conquest of the
ruler, capital, and surrounding region (2:34-36; 3:4-5). The
victories were convincing and thorough. From fearing that
God had delivered them to the Amorites to be killed (1:27) –
a fear realized when they invaded against divine directive
(1:44) – he then brought Israel to decisive victories over two
Amorite rulers (2:24,31-34; 3:2-3).
(A fourth feature of these narratives, the total destruction of
the conquered peoples – technically, herem – reappears in
Deuteronomy 7, so we postpone discussion of it.)
Moses distributed the conquered lands among two-and-ahalf Israelite tribes: the Reubenites, the Gadites, and half
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the tribe of Manasseh (3:12-17 cf. Numbers 32). The account
in Deuteronomy is again brief. This passage reports only the
final agreement, and none of the preceding negotiations. In
its place, this account surveys the boundaries of the
allotments. It ends with the stipulation that these tribes
must assist their countrymen in conquering the lands west
of the Jordan, before returning to settle their own
properties (3:18-20).
Israel’s victories over the Amorites, and their rulers Sihon
and Og, are grouped together and placed last, in
anticipation of the battles coming in Canaan. Moses
reassures Joshua: “’You have seen with your own eyes all
that the Lord your God has done to these two kings. The
Lord will do the same to all the kingdoms over there where
you are going.’” Because God will fight for them, Israel is to
move ahead without fear (3:21-22).

What God is saying to us. The message of this passage
readily transfers from the second Abrahamic promise to the
third, from land for Israel, to blessing on the nations. Such
application is already implicit in the shaping and
juxtaposition of this narrative and its predecessor. God’s
protection of Edom, Moab, and Ammon, and his conquest
of Heshbon and Bashan, reflects both parts of the third
covenant promise: those who bless Abraham’s
descendants, God will bless; those who curse, he will curse.
He blesses Israel’s distant relatives and protects their land;
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he curses those who obstruct Israel and conquers their
land.
In our era of salvation history, Israel’s victories over the land
assure us that God will fulfill his promise to bless the
nations through our preaching of the gospel. That
confidence is reinforced by gospel advances over recent
decades, throughout East Asia, South America, and Africa.
This progress emboldens outreach to remaining
underreached peoples and regions, including the Middle
East, North Africa, and South Asia.
Just as the conquest of Heshbon and Bashan emboldened
Israel to trust God for the invasion of Canaan, so the
invasion of Canaan emboldens us to trust him for the
blessing of the nations through the gospel.

“’You have seen with your own eyes all that
the Lord your God has done to these two
kings. The Lord will do the same to all the
kingdoms over there where you are going.
Do not be afraid of them; the Lord your God
himself will fight for you’” (3:21-22).
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DAY 6

LEADERSHIP TRANSITION
Deuteronomy 3:23-29
The preamble reviews previous events relevant to the
impending invasion of Canaan (1:1-4). Thematically, the
events are organized in a chiasm:

1:5-46

The previous generation refused to invade
Canaan, so they forfeited the opportunity;
Israel should not repeat that mistake

2:1-23

Israel bypassed certain regions because
God had allotted them to their current
occupants, not out of fear or weakness

b’

2:24-3:22

Israel bypassed certain regions because
God had allotted them to their current
occupants, not out of fear or weakness

a'

3:23-29

Moses failed to believe and obey God, so he
may not enter the land; Joshua should not
repeat that mistake

a

b

Today’s passage covers the fourth episode.
What God said to them. The succession narrative has two
complementary parts: Moses will not enter the Promised
Land (verses 23-27); Joshua will lead the invasion (verse 28).
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Previously, the people were thirsty and rebelled, and God
commanded Moses to provide water by speaking to a rock.
Lacking faith, Moses instead hit the rock with his staﬀ,
because that had worked once before. As punishment for
dishonoring him publicly, God decreed that Moses would
not enter the land (Numbers 20 cf. Exodus 12).
In response, Moses here recalls, he negotiated with God to
rescind the punishment. He affirmed the unrivaled power of
God, and acknowledged his sin of disbelief. He pleaded
with God to permit him ‘to cross over and see’ the new land.
But God directed him to climb Mount Pisgah, where he
would ‘see’ the land, but still refused to let him ‘cross
over’ (verses 25-27). Instead, Moses is to commission
Joshua as his successor, to lead the people into the new
land (verse 28).
This succession narrative has four functions. First, it
defends the sovereignty of God in the face of Moses’ death
before reaching Canaan. He dies not because God is
powerless to keep him alive, but because God killed him in
punishment for sin. God’s power is further demonstrated by
using a novice leader to bring Israel into Canaan.
Secondly, the commissioning legitimizes Joshua in this new
role. To this point, he has a single noteworthy achievement:
a generation earlier, he was one of only two spies who
trusted God enough to obey the command to invade
Canaan (Numbers 13). Other than that, he has only ever
been Moses’ understudy. In experience and stature, he
represents a large drop-oﬀ. This is a perilous time for a
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change in leadership. So he can use the validation, and
Israel, the reassurance.
This episode also initiates Joshua into his new role. It is not
only the rebellious masses that are excluded from the
Promised Land, but also Moses. His death drives home
God’s high standard for leaders. Joshua must avoid Moses’
error.
Finally, while announced here, the actual commissioning
occurs in Deuteronomy 31. Thus, the leadership transition
bookends Deuteronomy (‘inclusion’). As such, it
encapsulates and reinforces the central message of the
intervening material. The body of Deuteronomy calls Israel
to trust and obey God. Moses is punished for failing to trust
and obey God. Joshua qualifies to assume leadership
because, when sent to spy out Canaan, he advocated
trusting and obeying God. Trust and obey: a requisite for
leadership, and a model for the people as a whole.
This passage complements the preceding episode.
Previously Moses assured Joshua that what God did to the
kings of Bashan and Og, he will do to the Canaanites (verse
21). At the same time, Joshua “will lead this people across
and cause them to inherit the land” (verse 28). Together,
God and Joshua will lead Israel in conquest.

What God is saying to us. In a passage which frankly
acknowledges Moses’ failure and punishment, we begin by
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celebrating the one greater than Moses, who was faithful to
God in all things, and has been found worthy of greater
honor (Hebrews 3).
Additionally, reasoning from the profound to the pedestrian,
this passage holds a lesson for leadership transitions today,
especially when moving from first-generation to secondgeneration leaders in a large church or Christian
organization. On the one hand, God is the key driver of
success. On the other, human leaders matter. We rightly
look to God, while asking him to provide suitable human
leadership.
The warning also persists. Ego often inflates in proportion to
position. Yet no one is beyond correction or demotion. No
leader should suppose that God is more lenient today than
he was with Moses.
Finally, for all that might be said about pragmatic criteria for
selecting leaders, this passage demonstrates that God
expects leaders to model the qualities that he expects from
us: chief among them, that we trust and obey. That was
Moses’ single failure, and Joshua’s primary qualification.

“’Commission Joshua ... for he will lead this
people across and will cause them to
inherit the land that you will see’” (3:28).
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DAY 7

COVENANT COMMITMENTS
Deuteronomy 4:1-43
The structure of a book is a helpful guide to its
interpretation. The organization of the body of
Deuteronomy remains elusive, however. Scholars widely
concur that suzerainty treaties supply the macrostructure
(see the reading from day 1). Yet that sheds little light on the
internal structure of chapters 4-26. Another approach
proposes that the book expands the Ten Commandments in
order, but even advocates acknowledge that a sizable
amount of the material does not fit the pattern.
Rather than impose an artificial structure on the book, and
risk distorting its theme and development, we proceed
consecutively, keeping an eye out for structural and
thematic patterns, both within and across chapters. As a
rough approximation, chapters 4-11 survey Israel’s covenant
obligations, then chapters 12-26 take a second pass at some
of those obligations, in greater detail.
What God said to them. Chapters 4-11 divide into three
parts. Chapter 4 prepares for the giving of the Law by
calling Israel to obedience. Chapter 5 proclaims the Law in
compressed form: the Ten Commandments. Chapters 6-11
elaborate implications and ramifications of the
commandments.
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The passage begins and ends on the same note (‘inclusion’):
Israel is to obey the Law so that they may live long in the
land (verses 1-2,40). This is the first of several incentives for
obeying the Law. Otherwise, God will destroy them as he
did at Baal Peor (verses 3-4 cf. Numbers 25). Obeying the
Law will prompt the nations to admire both Israel and God
(verses 5-8). Obedience is also the fitting response to the
revelation from Mount Horeb, with its the breathtaking
manifestation and authoritative proclamation (verses 9-14).
(Though noted previously, it bears repeating that this is not
salvation by works; it is covenant. As Moses observes here,
God graciously chose the patriarchs as covenant partners.
He has already delivered on the promise of innumerable
descendants. He rescued Israel from Egypt, and nurtured
them through the wilderness. He is on the verge of bringing
them into the Promised Land. Israel earned or merited none
of this; it was the gracious gift of God. Obedience is the
required condition for them to remain under divine
blessing. Covenant begins with God’s grace, then calls
Israel to worship and obey.)
Primary among God’s requirements is that Israel worship
him alone. They saw no images when God spoke at Horeb,
so they are not to use images to represent him. Nor are they
to worship astral bodies. It was God – not any idol – that
delivered them from Egypt. Given that God punished Moses
for sin, he will doubtlessly punish Israel if they commit
idolatry (verses 15-24).
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Even after they are faithful for a long time, if they lapse into
idolatry, he will exile them to a land of idols. Yet he will not
abandon them forever, or destroy them completely. If they
return to him, he will remember his covenant with them
(verses 25-31).
The passage rises to a crescendo: the twin pinnacles of
Israel’s national experience – the revelation at Horeb, and
the exodus from Egypt into the Promised Land –
demonstrate that God is the one true Lord, across all time,
and in all places (verses 32-39). Once again, Israel is to keep
his Law, so that they may live long in the land (verse 40).
The narrator takes leave of the Transjordan with an
addendum setting aside three cities of refuge (verses
41-43). Protecting the land from murder is clearly important,
as Numbers ends on the same note (cf. Numbers 35:6-34).

What God is saying to us. In the first reading in this series,
we already noted the structural parallel between the Old
and New Covenants. Like them, we must respond to grace
with worship and obedience. The main diﬀerences are that
Christ died to atone for our sins, and his Spirit indwells us
so that we can reciprocate as required.
Within this underlying continuity, diﬀerences exist on
details. Our incentives for obedience focus not on a
prosperous life in the Promised Land, but on eternal life with
God. We may still hope for obedience to win the world’s
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respect not only for us, but also for God, though today our
culture rejects some of God’s standards. For us, obedience
remains the fitting response to the dramatic manifestation
and authoritative revelation of God, all the more dramatic
and authoritative in the incarnation, crucifixion,
resurrection, and ascension of Christ. God calls us to
worship both him and Christ, as he has now revealed
himself in an image of sorts, specifically, in the person of his
Son (Colossians 1:15-17).

“’Hear the decrees and laws I am about to
teach you. Follow them so that you may live
and may go in and take possession of the
land the Lord, the God of your ancestors, is
giving you’” (4:1).
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DAY 8

THE FOUNDATION OF THE LAW:
TEN COMMANDMENTS
Deuteronomy 4:44-5:33
As noted yesterday, the purpose of the Law is to promote
obedience so that Israel may live long in the land (4:1-43).
The final paragraph of chapter 4 segues from narrative
prologue to Law (4:44-49).
The Law unfolds in two parts. First, God speaks the
foundational Ten Commandments (chapter 5a). Then
Moses, divine spokesman and interpreter, expands and
elaborates (chapters 5b-26).
What God said to them. Moses begins by recalling the
original setting of the Ten Commandments. He compresses
time, representing the second generation as present at
Horeb (Deuteronomy’s preferred name for Mount Sinai):
“’The Lord our God made a covenant with us at Horeb ... not
with our ancestors ... but with us ... with all of us who are
alive here today.’” He also compresses space, representing
God as speaking to them ‘face to face’, rather than at
distance. Both tweaks make the same point: the Ten
Commandments are God’s word directly for, and to, this
second generation (5:1-5).
As in Exodus, God grounds the Ten Commandments in
grace. He is the Lord their God, who delivered them from
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bondage in Egypt. Obedience does not earn grace; it
responds to grace already received. This is not salvation by
works; it is covenant (5:6 cf. Exodus 20).
When listing the commandments, Deuteronomy follows
Exodus in order and content, nearly word-for-word. The
God-ward commandments are the same: (1) no other gods;
(2) no images; (3) no misuse of his name; and, (4) Sabbath
observance. The only notable diﬀerence is that Exodus
grounds Sabbath observance in creation, whereas
Deuteronomy grounds it in the exodus from Egypt,
including slaves in the day of rest. The man-ward
commandments also repeat virtually word-for-word:
(5) honor parents; (6) do not murder; (7) do not commit
adultery; (8) do not steal; (9) do not oﬀer false testimony;
and, (10) do not covet (5:7-22 cf. Exodus 20:317).
In Deuteronomy, as in Exodus, the giving of the
Commandments is accompanied by the dramatic
phenomena typically associated with God appearing.
Frightened, the people ask Moses to serve as intermediary
for future communications with God. Consenting to the
proposal, God permits the people to leave, while Moses
remains behind for further revelation (5:23-31 cf. Exodus
20:18-21).
Chapter 5 closes as chapter 4 began (‘inclusion’). To
paraphrase: “Obey the law of the Lord so that you may live
long in the land” (5:32-33 cf. 4:1).
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In content and tone, Deuteronomy 5 lays the foundation for
the exposition that constitutes the bulk of the book. The Ten
Commandments are the basis for the exposition. Moses is
the divinely authorized expositor. Awe and obedience are
the proper response to God and his Law. Chapters 6-26 will
elaborate.

What God is saying to us. Since the reflection on Exodus 20
has already covered the Ten Commandments, we consider
the new contribution of this chapter: Moses as divine
spokesman. He serves both as conduit for the Ten
Commandments, and also as expositor for the elaboration
that builds on them. In linking the two functions, this
passage extends the authority of God’s direct speech (the
Ten Commandments) to the content of Moses’ exposition
(chapters 6-26).
While we may grow jaded to the wonder, it is truly
remarkable that the authority of God extends to the word of
any fallible human being. It is this affirmation which
undergirds the doctrine of the inspiration and authority of
Scripture. It is this affirmation which undergirds reading the
Bible every day. We hear from God through the words of
Scripture.
The New Testament builds on this concept in two ways.
First, it extends the claim of Deuteronomy to the entire Old
Testament: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for
teaching, rebuking, correcting and training for
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righteousness, so that the servant of God may be
thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16).
The authority of Scripture remains, even though how we
apply the Old Testament shifts considerably in the
aftermath of Christ. Scripture also expands: in the process
of canonization, the early Church extended the authority of
God to encompass the New Testament.
Secondly, the New Testament portrays Jesus as a greater
revealer than Moses. In particular, the book of Hebrews
reaches beyond Moses to contrast Jesus with all prophets:
In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the
prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these
last days he has spoken to us by his Son... He is the
radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of
his being (Hebrews 1:1-4).
Moses revealed God in word; the Son reveals God in word
and person, in life, death, resurrection and ascension.

“‘Go, tell them to return to their tents. But
you stay here with me so that I may give
you all the commands, decrees and laws
you are to teach them to follow in the land I
am giving them to possess’” (5:30-31).
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DAY 9

THE LAW THEIR
RIGHTEOUSNESS
Deuteronomy 6
Twice every day, in morning and evening prayers, Judaism
recites the ‘Shema’ (literally, ‘Hear’), taken from verses 4-9.
It begins, “’Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.
Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I
give you today are to be on your hearts.” These verses are
also recited on the highest day of the Jewish calendar, the
Day of Atonement, and also as last words when death
approaches.
What God said to them. The introduction recalls the theme
of chapter 4: obedience to the Law will bring well-being in
the land (verses 1-3).
“The Lord our God, the Lord is one!” is simultaneously an
affirmation of monotheism and of uniqueness. Moses does
not pause to develop either concept (verse 4).
Instead, he calls Israel to wholehearted commitment: they
are to love the Lord with heart and soul and strength. The
point comes in their combination rather than their
distinction: they are to love the Lord with every element,
every fiber, of their beings. Their love is measured not by
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intensity of emotion, but by fullness of obedience to the
Law. They are to embed themselves – and their families – in
the Law at all times (verses 5-9).
Following the positive exposition, Moses warns against
three distractions that can undermine devotion. (These are
developed further over the next two chapters.) Prosperity
may displace gratitude with self-sufficiency (verses 10-12 cf.
chapter 8). Local gods may compete with exclusive
devotion to the one true God (verses 13-15 cf. chapter 7).
Hardship may provoke grumbling against God (verse 16 cf.
chapter 8). All three dangers are urgent, because well-being
in the land depends on diligent obedience to the Law
(verses 17-19).
Throughout, Moses guards against any inference that
obedience earns divine approval. Instead, devotion is a
fitting response to grace already bestowed. God initiated
the promise of land and prosperity (verse 3). He is giving
them cities they did not build, houses they did not
construct, wells they did not dig, and crops they did not
plant (verses 10-11). He rescued them from slavery in Egypt
(verse 12), with many mighty miracles (verses 21-23).
Worship and obedience do not earn grace; they are the
required response to divine blessing (verses 24). Obeying
the law ‘will be [their] righteousness’, the fulfillment of their
necessary covenant response toward God (verse 25).
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What God is saying to us. Jesus famously quotes
Deuteronomy 6:5 as the first part of his response to a
question from a teacher of the Law: “Of all the
commandments, which is the most important?” Jesus
answers, in part, “‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord
is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your
strength.’” When his interlocutor concurs with his answer,
Jesus affirms, “’You are not far from the kingdom of
God’” (Mark 12:28-34 cf. Matthew 22:37-40; Luke 10:25-37).
In quoting Deuteronomy, Jesus is not isolating the
command to love God from the requirement to obey him.
Both would be aware that Deuteronomy expounds love in
terms of obedience. In commending his interlocutor as ‘not
far from the kingdom,’ Jesus affirms these expectations for
his followers, including us. He calls us – no less than this
scribe – to love him with all our hearts, soul, mind, and
strength. He calls us – no less than ancient Israel – to
worship God alone, to obey his commands, and to be
grateful for his many kindnesses. Obedience does not earn
salvation; it expresses love for God, and gratitude for grace.
At the same time, the New Testament recognizes that Israel
persistently failed to love, worship and obey God. This
points to a universal human flaw. Therefore, the apostle Paul
locates our righteousness not in our obedience, but in
Christ and his atoning death: “God made him who had no
sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21).
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In contrast to the final verse of this chapter, obedience is
not our righteousness, Christ is. “Christ Jesus ... has
become for us ... our righteousness, holiness and
redemption” (1 Corinthians 1:30). He “was delivered over to
death for our sins and was raised to life for our
righteousness” (Romans 4:25). We lay hold of this
righteousness by faith, “just as it is written: ‘The righteous
will live by faith’” (Romans 1:17). This righteousness in Christ
by faith, in turn, produces obedience in us (Romans 1:5;
16:26).

“’If we are careful to obey all this law
before the Lord our God, as he has
commanded us, that will be our
righteousness’” (6:25).
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DAY 10

EXCLUSIVE DEVOTION
Deuteronomy 7
This text is one of several infamous passages that advocate
total warfare (technically, in Hebrew, herem; cf. Numbers 21,
Deuteronomy 20, Joshua 6,11, 1 Samuel 15). Having suﬀered
through numerous genocidal rampages in our own time,
our age is understandably repulsed: Can God be excused
for ordering genocide against Israel’s enemies?
To address the issue adequately is impossible within
present constraints. Yet to pass over it in silence would be
evasive. Rather than let the issue usurp the purpose of
these devotionals, we first consider the main point of the
passage. Then the conclusion will briefly survey factors that
mitigate the ethical stigma, though they may not entirely
resolve it. Subsequent texts will provide opportunity to
revisit the issue.
What God said to them. Chapter 7 consists of four sections,
in two pairs, in inverse order: abb’a’ (chiasm). The first and
last call for Israel to destroy the current residents of the
Promised Land, along with their gods (verses 1-5,16-26). The
middle two call for Israel as the people of God (verses 6-10)
to obey him fully (verses 11-15).
God will bring Israel into the land, driving out numerous,
more powerful inhabitants. Israel is to avoid any mingling.
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Instead, they are to destroy all current residents and their
religious structures (verses 1-5).
God intervenes on Israel’s behalf because they are his
chosen people, his treasured possession. He chose them
not because of any merit in themselves, but by unilateral
decision. He keeps covenant for a thousand generations
with those who love and obey him, but destroys those who
despise and disobey him (verses 6-10).
Therefore, Israel must obey his law, so that God will keep
covenant with them. He will love and bless them, increasing
their numbers and wealth, and keeping them healthy
(verses 11-15).
For their part, they must destroy the current inhabitants of
the land, along with their gods. God will power them to
victory, just as he did against Pharaoh and Egypt. In
gratitude, they are to destroy the local idols, and even the
metal from which those idols are fashioned (verses 16-26).
What, then, are we to make of God’s demand for the total
destruction of the Canaanites? As a first step, we note that
the biblical text itself recognizes the problem: “'You must
destroy all the peoples the Lord your God gives over to
you... Do not look on them with pity'” (verse 16). The text
recognizes that sympathy is a likely response, even for
ancient Israel toward a threatening enemy, let alone, for us
at this distance, toward those who pose no risk to us.
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Secondly, God is no less demanding on his own people. If
they or their descendants worship the gods of the land, “the
Lord’s anger will burn against [them] and will quickly
destroy [them]” (verse 4). At one level, perhaps this makes
matters even worse: God does not kill just Canaanites; he
kills everyone who does not worship him. Homicidal may
not be much improvement on genocidal.
For a culture that prioritizes personal fulfillment and free
choice, such severity is hard to accept. Yet Scripture
portrays God as a sovereign, omnipotent, albeit benevolent,
monarch, not as the democratically elected and
impeachable president of a democracy. He is the creator
and ruler of all. Consequently, all are required to honor and
obey him. This may be a hard truth for our contemporaries
to accept, but it is a consistent feature in the biblical
portrait of God.

What God is saying to us. The severity of God highlights by
contrast the depth of his mercy. If this was true for Old
Testament Israel, it is all the more true in the aftermath of
Christ. He chose to love Israel apart from any merit in them;
he chose to love us, while we were his enemies. He rescued
Israel from slavery in Egypt; he rescued us from slavery to
sin. He delivered them by killing their oppressors; he
delivered us through the death of his Son (Romans 5:6-11).
He is an emperor, not a president, but he is gracious
beyond all measure.
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The New Testament picks up the language of Deuteronomy
7 to indicate that in Christ, God extends his mercy beyond
Israel: “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, God’s special possession... Once you had not
received mercy, but now you have received mercy” (1 Peter
2:9-10 cf. Deuteronomy 7:6). Destruction need not be
anyone’s outcome, provided they love and obey the
merciful and benevolent Lord of all the world. He opens
salvation to all. Only those who reject his oﬀer come under
judgment.

“’He is the faithful God, keeping his
covenant of love to a thousand generations
of those who love him and keep his
commandments. But those who hate him
he will repay to their face by
destruction’” (7:9-10).
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DAY 11

THE PERIL OF PROSPERITY
Deuteronomy 8
Deuteronomy 8 bridges between the wilderness and the
Promised Land. The central point is for Israel to beware lest
prosperity in the land breed complacency toward the Law.
Just as God kept covenant with them in the privations of the
wilderness, so they must keep covenant with him in the
prosperity of the new land.
What God said to them. Structurally, the passage forms a
chiasm. The opening and closing segments (aa’) urge Israel
to obey and worship God in order to thrive in the new land
(verses 1,19-20). The middle section consists of two pairs,
each contrasting previous wilderness deprivation (bb’), with
impending prosperity in the land (cc’). After receiving God’s
care during hardship in the wilderness (verses 2-5,14b-18),
Israel must not ignore him when they prosper in the
Promised Land (verses 6-10,11-14a). Schematically:
a

8:1

Obey the Law in order to prosper in the new land;

b

8:2-5

Remember God’s provisions in the wilderness priva?ons;

c

8:6-10

Obey the Law in the prosperity of the new land;

c’

8:11-14a

Do not disobey the Law in the prosperity of the new land;

b’ 8:14b-18 Remember God’s provisions in the wilderness priva?ons;
a’ 8:19-20

If you forget the Lord in the new land, he will destroy you.
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Each element of the chiasm deserves further comment.
Segments a/a’ correlate obedience and blessing in both
directions: obeying the Law will bring prosperity in the new
land (verse 1); neglecting the Law will bring destruction
(verses 19-20). As previously noted, this is not salvation by
works; it is covenant blessing with reciprocation. Blessing
came by grace generations earlier (verse 1), persisted
through forty years in the wilderness (verse 25), and would
soon bring prosperity in a new homeland (verses 6-10). In
response, Israel is to worship and obey God. The passage
uses wordplay to link obedience with blessing:

• “Live ... on every word brought forth from the mouth
of the Lord” (verse 3);
• “God ... brought forth you out of Egypt” (verse 14);
• “He brought forth you water out of hard rock” (verse
15).

Israel obeys God in response to his deliverance and
sustenance.
Sections b/b’ emphasize the remedial – rather than punitive
– functions of the wilderness: humbling the Israelites,
testing their commitment to God, teaching them to obey,
disciplining them through hardship, and especially
providing for their needs (verses 2-5,14b-18).
The main concern of this passage comes at the center of
the chiasm (as usual): lines c/c’ exhort Israel not to take God
for granted when they prosper in the new land (verses
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6-10,11-14a). The risk is that they will claim credit for their
own success, forgetting his provisions during their
wilderness hardship. In that case, God will destroy them,
just as he destroyed the previous inhabitants of the land.
So both privation and prosperity threaten Israel’s wellbeing: privation, through rebellion against God; prosperity,
through taking him for granted. The remedy to both is the
same: grateful worship and obedience (verses 1,6,11,19).

What God is saying to us. Application can move in either
direction: privation or prosperity. Jesus exemplifies the
former, citing this passage during his forty-day fast in the
wilderness. Satan tempts him to satisfy his hunger by
turning stones into bread. In response, Jesus cites verse 3,
“’Man does not live on bread alone but on every word that
comes from the mouth of the Lord’” (Matthew 4:14). Under
temptation, he obeys God rather than meet his pressing
physical needs. The primary application is not that Jesus
provides us a model of faithfulness in privation, though he
certainly does. The primary point is that Jesus demonstrates
himself to be the true Son of God, a title previously used of
Israel, but not properly fulfilled by them. Jesus is the fully
obedient Son in the wilderness; what Israel should have
been, but was not.
As for the risk that Israel will grow spiritually lazy and
disobedient in the prosperity of the new land – application
to individual high-earning Christians can be legitimate,
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albeit extended, application. There are two related dangers:
that we may take credit for material success, and that we
may grow spiritually lax in the midst of it. Desperation
sometimes reinforces dependence on God; affluence may
breed self-reliance.
More direct application seeks collective parallels. Since we
tend to cluster with those of equivalent socio-economic
status, a similar sense of smug self-satisfaction can subtly
infect wealthy churches. More broadly, the mentality can
infect cross-cultural missions, with prosperous churches
from wealthy ‘sending countries’ acting paternalistically
toward economically constrained churches in the
developing world. While we would never say it directly, or
think it consciously, our actions and attitudes may
insinuate: “My power and the strength of my hands have
produced this [success] for me.”

“’Remember the Lord your God, for it is he
who gives you the ability to produce
wealth’” (8:18).
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DAY 12

ANOTHER PERIL OF
PROSPERITY
Deuteronomy 9:1-10:9
This passage continues the point of the last text, with a
modest shift in direction. It, too, is concerned that Israel
may take credit for a successful invasion. This time,
however, the concern is that they would attribute the
victory to their spirituality: “’The Lord has brought me here
to take possession of this land because of my
righteousness’” (9:4).
What God said to them. The first paragraph sets the
context: the inhabitants and defenses of the land are
formidable, but God will fight for Israel, ensuring a quick
victory (9:1-3).
The remainder of the chapter bars Israel from attributing
the victory to God rewarding their virtue. Instead, victory is
attributable to two other factors: the Canaanites’
wickedness, and God’s promise to the patriarchs. Israel’s
righteousness has no role in the victory, for they are ‘stiﬀnecked’, that is, persistently rebellious (9:4-6 cf. Exodus
32-34).
The primary evidence is Israel’s conduct at Horeb (Mount
Sinai) during the original giving of the Law (cf. Exodus
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19-20). There Israel committed idolatry at the very moment
that God was setting out the terms of the covenant, like a
spouse committing adultery during the wedding ceremony!
Their wickedness so provoked God that he decided to
destroy them all, including Aaron. Only Moses’ prolonged
intercession averted his wrath (9:7-21).
While the most egregious case, this betrayal was also
symptomatic. Other rebellions occurred at Taberah, over
general hardships (cf. Numbers 11:13), at Massah, over the
lack of water (cf. Exodus 17:1-7), and at Kibroth Hattaavah,
over the monotony of their diet (cf. Numbers 11:4-35). Then,
when they arrived at Kadesh Barnea, on the borders of
Canaan, they refused God’s command to invade (cf.
Numbers 13-14). These episodes demonstrate that Israel is
consistently and persistently rebellious (9:22-24).
So if not because of their righteousness, why will God give
Israel victory over the Canaanites? Moses recalls the various
rationale he oﬀered God during intercessory prayer: so that
the deliverance from Egypt would not prove futile, because
of the promises to the patriarchs, and for the sake of God’s
reputation among the nations (9:25-29).
Moses returns up the mountain with two new tablets for
God to inscribe a second copy of the Law, along with a new
ark for storing them. The renewal of the covenant is
motivated not by Israel’s merit, but solely by God’s mercy
and Moses’ intervention (10:1-5).
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An epilogue ties up a couple loose ends from the account:
Aaron later dies; and, the Lord assigns the Levites to carry
the ark (10:6-9).

What God is saying to us. Since this episode connects
thematically with its predecessor, application moves in a
similar direction. Instinctively, we tend to apply both
passages to individual Christians who have achieved some
measure of financial success: “Do not suppose that your
prosperity is a credit to your own abilities (chapter 8), or is
God’s stamp of approval on your spirituality (chapters
9-10a). God graciously imparts the ability to produce wealth
(chapter 8), and you are just as much a sinner as the rest of
us (chapters 9-10a).” With such a reading, both passages
encourage the materially successful to be more humble,
giving credit to God and not claiming financial or spiritual
superiority.
Similarly, individual application could fit prominent pastors
or Christian celebrities inclined to claim ministry success as
a sign of divine approval on their spiritual condition. While
the basis for the supposed superiority shifts, the retort
remains much the same: your abilities come from God, and
you are no less a sinner than the rest of us. Paul makes
much this point when deflating self-promoting Christians in
Corinth (1 Corinthians 4:6-13). Such application is still not
Moses’ primary focus.
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Today, as yesterday, individual application is arguably
legitimate, but is secondary to the original context of the
passage. The primary application of this text is corporate
and collective.
This passage, like its predecessor, primarily rebukes
nationalistic pride arising from military and economic
achievement. Today, it challenges American exceptionalism,
the notion that our national character and our politicaleconomic system are superior, under the blessing of God
on our nation. It challenges the sort of national conceit that,
during the 1950’s Cold War, led America to add, ‘under God’
to the Pledge of Allegiance, and, ‘In God we trust’ to our
currency.
If true of ancient Israel, who were the chosen people of
God, it is all the more true of the United States. Perhaps our
national ascendance is more the result of God’s mercy and
forgiveness, than evidence of our economic and military
might (chapter 8), or our spiritual virtue (chapter 9-10a).

“’Understand, then, that it is not because
of your righteousness that the Lord your
God is giving you this good land to
possess, for you are a stiﬀ-necked
people’” (9:6).

48

DAY 13

INCENTIVES FOR OBEYING
GOD
Deuteronomy 10:10-11:31
Yesterday’s passage worried that Israel might claim
affluence in the land to be divine reward for their spirituality.
To the contrary, Moses insisted, they rebelled at Sinai, and
throughout the wilderness journey (9:7-24). It was only his
forty-day intercession that averted their destruction
(9:25-29).
In today’s passage, Moses exhorts Israel to change their
ways, urging them to live for God in the new land. Toward
that end, he presents incentives for obedience. After
alternating back and forth between these two themes, the
passage ends with a call to decision.
What God said to them. Israel is to worship and obey God,
first of all, in gratitude for previous blessings. Though he
rules over both heaven and earth, he set his aﬀection on
them (10:11-15). He fulfilled his promise to give them
innumerable descendants (10:16-22). He delivered them
from Egypt (11:1-7).
They are to worship and obey him, secondly, with a view to
future blessings; in particular, long life and prosperity in the
Promised Land. The land is fertile and spacious (11:8-12).
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Provided they love and serve him, God will send rains to
produce abundant crops (11:13-15). Conversely, if they
worship other gods, they will suﬀer drought, forcing them
oﬀ the land (11:16-17). If they obey the Law, they will live in
the land for generations (11:18-21).
The third motivation for obeying God concerns the
impending invasion. If they carefully obey the Law, then
God will drive out the present inhabitants of the land, and
give the territory to Israel (11:22-25).
The passage ends with a call to decision. They must choose
between covenant blessing and curse. If they obey, God will
bless them; if they disobey, he will curse them. To reinforce
the stark contrast, once they invade the land, they are to
divide into two groups, standing on opposing mountains,
alternately chanting the blessings and curses across the
intervening valley (11:26-30 cf. chapters 27-28; Joshua
8:30-35). Moses urges them to choose blessing (11:31-32).

What God is saying to us. As often noted, many readers
today assume that grace excludes the possibility of
judgment, and that any call for obedience challenges
salvation through faith alone. Deuteronomy refutes these
assumptions.
The first reason for Israel to obey is because God has
blessed the nation by electing them from among all others,
by fulfilling the first Abrahamic promise of innumerable
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descendants, and by delivering them from Egypt and
through wilderness. This blessing does not grant them
immunity from judgment, as the wilderness generation
learned first-hand (10:11-11:7).
To continue under divine blessing, they are to reciprocate
for God’s largesse with worship and obedience. If they
honor God, they will prosper in the land; if not, they will be
driven out (11:8-21). As they approach the border, they are to
worship and obey God, so that he will drive out the current
inhabitants, and establish them in the land (11:21-22). Israel’s
subsequent history confirms this stark alternative.
Largely the same options persist today. Obedience does not
save us; salvation is by grace and through faith. But the New
Testament is clear: continuing to live in sin brings judgment.
Nevertheless, some important diﬀerences distinguish their
era and ours.
For one, the Deuteronomic Law is no longer the standard
for guiding worship and obedience. Because some of its
stipulations are outdated, particularly some related to
worship and ethnicity, the New Testament lays down its own
stipulations, which are predominately spiritual and moral
(see the various virtue and vice lists; e.g., Matthew 25:31-46;
1 Corinthians 6:9-11; Galatians 5:19-21).
Many today suppose a second distinction between their
era and ours, namely, that profession of faith in Christ is
sufficient to exempt from accountability, regardless of
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behavior. Those same virtue and vice lists insist
otherwise:
“I warn you, as I did before,” declares the apostle Paul to
the Christians in Galatia, “that those who live like this will
not inherit the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:21).
Instead, the diﬀerences lie elsewhere. For one, recognizing
our helpless and hopeless condition, God sent his Son as a
sacrifice to atone for our sins. For another, the risen Christ
gives us his Spirit to empower obedience. For a third, the
exalted Son stands before the Father, interceding for us, as
Moses did for Israel.
God’s benevolence and forgiveness flows deeper and wider
than Israel ever knew. Yet he still holds us accountable for
how we live. At the same time, he empowers us to live for
him.

“’See, I am setting before you today a
blessing and a curse – the blessing if you
obey the commands of the Lord your God
that I am giving you today; the curse if you
disobey the commands of the Lord your
God and turn from the way that I command
you today’” (11:26-28).
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DAY 14

WHERE TO WORSHIP
Deuteronomy 12
A new section of Deuteronomy begins here, and carries
through chapter 26. Chapters 4 through 11 provided an
introduction to the Law, laying out basic principles,
including: the necessity of obedience, the Law as the
standard of obedience, and, the Ten Commandments as the
core of the Law. Now, Deuteronomy turns to specific
provisions and regulations: “These are the decrees and laws
you must be careful to follow in the land that the Lord, the
God of your ancestors, has given you to possess” (12:1).
What God said to them. The first stipulation is that when
Israel settles the land, corporate worship must be
centralized to the place of God’s choosing. The rest of
chapter 12 explores the ramifications of this directive,
arranged in the form of a chiasm:
a

12:1

Obey these laws in the land.

b

12:2-3

Destroy the Canaanite worship sites.

c

12:4-14

Worship corporately in a centralized location

d

12:15-19

You may, however, slaughter and eat meat
locally, provided you do not eat blood or
designated oﬀerings.
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d’ 12:20-25

You may slaughter and eat meat wherever you
live, though you must not eat the blood.

c’ 12:26-27

Present sacrifices only at the designated site.

b’ 12:28-31

Do not worship God using Canaanite practices.

a’ 12:32

Obey these commands, without modification

The flow of the narrative confirms that the purpose in
designating a centralized worship location is to provide
oversight, in order to prevent Israelites from incorporating
Canaanite religious practices.
By definition, animistic religions share certain
characteristics. Affirming the existence of many gods and
spirits, and linking them with natural formations, animists
commonly worship at significant topographical features,
such as high hills, large trees, and fast-flowing rivers. Israel
must destroy the Canaanite sites, shrines, and altars, to
ensure that they are not used for the worship of God (verses
2-3).
Instead of repurposing the Canaanite sites, Israel is to
centralize their worship of God. They must bring all
oﬀerings, sacrifices, and tithes to the place that God
specifies (verses 4-14). This new restriction leads to a
corresponding new flexibility. Previously, Leviticus 17
required that all animals be slaughtered at the entrance to
the tabernacle. Only wild animals or birds killed in a hunt
were excepted. Once the movable tabernacle is replaced by
a centralized location, that restriction would severely limit
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meat consumption in the remainder of the country. So the
regulation is adjusted. Now the people may freely slaughter
meat for their own consumption wherever they live. The
restrictions are only two: they may not eat blood, or
portions designated as oﬀerings to God (verses 15-19).
For clarity and emphasis, Moses repeats the rule, in reverse
order. Once they are spread throughout the land, they may
slaughter and eat their own animals wherever they live. But
they must not eat blood (verses 20-25). Oﬀerings of animals
or crops must be presented at the designated location
(verses 26-27).
They must not adopt – or adapt – Canaanite practices to
use in worshipping Yahweh (verses 28-31). They must obey
this commandment if they are to remain in the land under
God’s blessing (verse 32).

What God is saying to us. Two New Testament passages
adjust the notion of a centralized worship site. One comes
from Jesus; the other, from the apostle Paul.
When Jesus meets a Samaritan woman, she challenges him:
“Where must we worship, in Jerusalem alone? Or may we
Samaritans legitimately worship at Mount Gerizim?” The
dispute dates back half a millennium, to the return of Jewish
refugees from exile in Babylonia, when they rebuilt the
Jerusalem temple, and denied participation to the local
populace. Jesus responds by anticipating the redundancy
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of both venues, when all would worship ‘in Spirit and in
Truth’; that is, through him as mediator (‘in Truth’), as they
are brought to life by the Spirit (‘in Spirit’). That is, he
replaces the notion of a centralized sacred site, Spiritregenerated, Christ-focused worship (4:1-26).
Paul also reconstrues the notion of a sacred worship site.
The Corinthian church is divided over several issues,
including factionalism over leaders. In response, he
instructs them that they are ‘the temple of God’, by virtue of
the Spirit dwelling in their midst. Consequently, if they split
the church, they are defiling God’s sacred temple. Those
who destroy the temple of God, Paul warns, God will
destroy (1 Corinthians 3:16-17)!
The concept of a centralized sanctuary is thus superseded,
in the first instance, by Jesus and the Spirit as the focus and
conduit for worship, and, in the second instance, by the
people of God as the venue within which God dwells.
Consequently, Christians should be wary of consecrating
worship spaces. Instead, we consecrate Christ, Spirit, and
church community.

“’Take your consecrated things and
whatever you have vowed to give, and go
to the place the Lord will choose’” (12:26).

56

DAY 15

WHOM TO WORSHIP
Deuteronomy 13
This passage elaborates the first of the Ten
Commandments, that Israel shall have no other gods than
Yahweh, who brought them out of Egypt (5:6-7). In
particular, the chapter insists that the worship of God takes
priority over all other commitments, including trusted
spiritual leaders (verses 15), family members (verses 6-11),
and Israelite communities (verses 12-18).
What God said to them. Deuteronomy identifies Moses as a
prophet, and looks for God to raise up others after him. As
spokespersons for God, their words carry great authority:
those who disobey a prophet come under divine
condemnation. Consequently, any claim to a prophetic role
must be attested; for example, whatever they predict in the
name of God must come true (18:14-22). Yet even if their
predictions come true, if they call for the people to worship
a diﬀerent or an additional god, they must be executed. The
command to worship the Lord takes precedence over all
spiritual claims, and is a key criterion by which prophetic
status is confirmed (verses 1-5).
Similarly, the closest personal relationships – brother, son,
daughter, wife, friend – are subordinate to the worship of
God alone. So if any loved one calls for the worship of other,
or additional, gods, they must be killed without pity or
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protection. Family members are to lead the execution
(verses 6-11).
If the apostasy extends beyond an individual to encompass
an entire town, that community must be razed to the
ground: its buildings, its people, even its livestock. All
plunder must be burned in the public square as an oﬀering
to God. Then the town must remain a ruin forever, never to
be rebuilt (verses 12-18).
These three scenarios are representative, not exhaustive.
They cite extreme cases – top leadership, intimate
relationships, an entire town – to make a point. The first
commandment, to worship God alone, is absolute. It takes
priority over all other commitments. No obligation
legitimately supersedes or challenges the worship of the
one true God.
Three other observations surface through the course of the
chapter. First, the commitment to God is not simply one of
obligation or constraint. The people are to love, follow,
revere, obey, serve, and hold fast to God. This commitment
is born of love and respect. It comes to expression in
obedience, service, and perseverance (verses 3-4).
Secondly, as always, this commitment does not earn divine
favor, it reciprocates for divine blessing already bestowed.
The worship of God is grounded in his deliverance from
slavery in Egypt (verses 5,10).
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Thirdly, the command to obliterate an apostate town is
expressed in terms of herem (verses 15,17). This is the same
language as used for the annihilation of Canaan residents
during the coming invasion. The same punishment is
commanded against apostate Jews as against Canaanites.
Consequently, the latter is not ethnic cleansing; that is, the
destruction is not motivated by race or ethnicity. That
solves only one dimension of the punishment; it still
involves wholesale slaughter. But at least it clarifies the
precise issue, until a reading provides opportunity to
address the issue directly (see on Deuteronomy 20).

What God is saying to us. This passage provides the
background to a similar demand from Jesus, expressed in
even starker terms: “’If anyone comes to me and does not
hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and
sisters—yes, even their own life—such a person cannot be
my disciple’” (Luke 14:26 cf. Matthew 10:34-39).
The two statements originate from opposite directions.
Deuteronomy 13 calls the faithful to reject those who
attempt to turn them from exclusive allegiance and
devotion to God. Ironically, it would have been the basis for
Jesus’ contemporaries to reject him, when they perceived
his teachings to undermine the standard expressions of
commitment to God, such as veneration of the temple and
observing the Sabbath. It would apply all the more, of
course, once his opponents realized that he – and his
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followers – asserted his unique relationship and identity
with God.
Though once Jesus is identified with God (e.g., 1 Corinthians
8:6), the two passages converge. In demanding loyalty in
the face of opposition, Jesus delegitimizes rejection, and
asserts his identity with God.
For us, application moves in both directions. Deuteronomy
13 calls us, as it called ancient Israel, to reject any other
claimants to deity, along with their promoters. This includes
refusing to participate in interfaith worship services
(without being unnecessarily obnoxious about it). Positively,
Jesus calls us to allegiance to himself, no matter who may
reject us (without being unnecessarily obnoxious about it).

“’If your very own brother, or your son or
daughter, or the wife you love, or your
closest friend secretly entices you, saying,
“Let us go and worship other gods” ... do
not yield to them or listen to them’”
(13:6,8).
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DAY 16

WHAT AND WHERE TO EAT
Deuteronomy 14
This passage is less cohesive than most, covering four
distinct topics. In passing, it prohibits self-defacing funeral
ritual, presumably practiced by other cultures within the
region (verses 1-2). Then, at considerable length, it
distinguishes animals which may – and those which must
not – be eaten (verses 3-21b). Third, it tersely prohibits
cooking a young goat in its mother’s milk, a now-obscure
directive which underlies the pervasive Jewish prohibition
against mixing meat dishes with dairy (verse 21c). It closes
by stipulating that the annual agricultural tithe must be
oﬀered at the designated central sanctuary, accompanied
by a family meal (verses 22-29). Of the four topics, only the
second and fourth are sufficiently understood, substantial,
and relevant to warrant comment. So the reading will focus
on these, particularly on the latter.
Amid this thematic diversity, two features provide a
measure of cohesion. The admonitions are repeatedly
grounded in Israel’s unique relationship with God: “’You are
the children of the Lord your God’” (verse 1 cf. verses
2,21,23,27,29). Additionally, the second and fourth topics
involve eating: the second, what may be eaten (verses
3,4,6,7,8,9[2x],11,12,19,20,21[2x]); and the fourth, where
annual harvest tithes are to be eaten (verses 23,26,29).
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These features coalesce to indicate that meals are not
merely routine; they are spiritually significant.
What God said to them. The distinction between clean and
unclean foods (verses 3-21b) reviews the earlier and more
detailed instructions in Leviticus 11. The content is largely
repetitive, so need not be reiterated. Two noteworthy
features are: the grounding of these restrictions in their
identity as the people of God; and, the application of these
guidelines to a new generation heading into a new land.
These features signal that the food laws are necessary and
perpetual marks of the people of God. This explains the
importance of diet among Jews through all times and in all
places. It also accounts for the prolonged turmoil over this
issue within the New Testament.
The annual agricultural tithe has come up twice previously.
According to Leviticus, the tithe belongs to the Lord,
though a donor may redeem it at a twenty percent premium
(Leviticus 27:30-32). Numbers assigns the tithe to the
Levites, in return for their service in the tabernacle, and in
place of a share in the land (Numbers 18:21-28).
Reflecting the same concerns as chapter 12, this passage
requires that the annual tithe be presented to the Lord at
the central worship site (verses 22-23). The donors are to
use a portion of the donation to celebrate a family meal in
the presence of the Lord. The meal has at least two eﬀects.
First, it helps mitigate any sense of the tithe as a painful
obligation, by embedding it within a joyful celebration.
Secondly, it links household faith with official religion,
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placing the former under the jurisdiction of the latter, in
order to promote orthodoxy.
Two more regulations guide the tithe. Those who live an
inconvenient distance from the designated site may
monetize the crops and animals at their home location, and
then purchase what they need once they arrive (verses
24-26).
Additionally, every third year, the tithes are to be distributed
locally, to those without land to farm, including Levites,
foreigners, widows, and orphans (verses 27-29 cf. 26:1-15).
This is one part of the social system that God ordained for
support of the poor within Israel. Thus, divine blessing is to
be received with generosity toward God and toward the
needy, if that blessing is to continue.

What God is saying to us. This passage forms part of the
backdrop to two famous incidents in the Gospels. In both
cases, Jesus significantly redirects its application.
In Samaria, a woman challenges Jesus to an ethnic and
religious dispute over the sacred place for central worship:
“’Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews
claim that the place where we must worship is in
Jerusalem.’” He retorts, “’The true worshipers will worship
the Father in the Spirit and in truth’” (John 4:20-21).
Legitimate worship no longer correlates with geographical
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location; instead, it occurs wherever the Spirit regenerates
hearts and engenders faith in Christ.
In Jerusalem, Jesus is disturbed by the noisy trade
occurring in the temple, as pilgrims in Jerusalem convert
funds back into animals and grain for donations and the
accompanying meal. He drives the merchants out of the
temple, rebuking them: “’Get these things out of here! Stop
turning my Father’s house into a market!’” (John 2:13-17).
Logistics – even biblically mandated logistics – must not
interfere with worship.

“’Eat the tithe of your grain, new wine and
olive oil, and the firstborn of your herds
and flocks in the presence of the Lord your
God at the place he will choose as a
dwelling for his Name’” (14:23).
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DAY 17

SABBATICAL INTERVENTIONS
ON BEHALF OF THE POOR
Deuteronomy 15
The final paragraph of yesterday’s reading provides food
donations for the landless, beginning with Levites, but also
including immigrants, orphans and widows (14:27-29). That
provides a segue to today’s passage, which commands
sabbatical assistance for the poor, via debt forgiveness
(verses 16), loans (verses 7-11), and the emancipation of
indentured servants (verses 12-18).
The fourth topic may be tangential, requiring that Israelites
set aside the firstborn male of every flock and herd for
oﬀering to the Lord, then eat together in a fellowship meal
(verses 19-23). Or its inclusion here may reflect the shared
feature that both directives inhibit profits. For Deuteronomy,
financial gain is a good, but not the highest good: it must
leave room for giving to the poor, freeing slaves,
worshipping the Lord, and fostering family and community.
What God said to them. This passage extends existing
Sabbath laws. Earlier regulations provided rest for cropland,
farm animals, and slaves. Here the focus is on debt relief.
Both occur in cycles of ‘seven’. Both intervene on behalf of
the disenfranchised. Both are described as a ‘release.’
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The seventh year brings ‘release’ from outstanding loans
owed by Israelites (verses 1-3). Theoretically, there should
be no poor in the first place, because God will richly bless
the nation, provided they obey him fully (verses 4-6).
The scheduled forgiveness of debt must not inhibit loans to
the needy, or else the prosperous will come under
judgment. Practically speaking, there will always be poor in
their midst, and God promises to bless those who care for
them (verses 7-11).
Poverty may force some laborers to sell themselves into
indentured servitude. In their seventh year of service, they
are to be released, with a generous severance package, in
the pattern of God’s deliverance from Egypt (verses 12-15 cf.
Exodus 21:2-6). If they prefer, arrangements may be made
for them to remain in the household for life (verses 16-17).
The prosperous should not consider these stipulations
onerous, because they are compensated with years of
inexpensive labor, and with divine blessing (verse 18).
Two features run throughout the preceding stipulations.
First, poverty is an anomaly. Under the blessing of God,
there should be no poverty in Israel; yet there will always be
needy among them (verses 4-6,11).
Secondly, the community provides a safety net for its less
fortunate. This is evident from the direct commands of the
text, from the frequent characterization of fellow-Israelites
as ‘brothers’ (verses 2,3,7[2x],9,11), and from the frequency
of the collective ‘you, your’. Rather than blaming the needy
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for their own plight, the text places responsibility on the
community to care for them. Thirdly, generosity is
motivated by appeal to divine blessing, both blessings
already experienced, and future blessing conditional upon
caring for the poor (verse 6 cf. verses 4,10,14,18).
Finally, God imposes another expense on his people.
Annually, the firstborn of herds and flocks are excluded
from farming. Instead, they are to be sacrificed in a
fellowship oﬀering, followed by a shared meal, at a
centralized location (verses 19-20 cf. 12:6,17). Animals with
physical defects are unsuitable for oﬀering to God; they
may be eaten locally, without sacrificial overtones. As
always, their blood may not be consumed (verses 21-23 cf.
14:23).

What God is saying to us. Two incidents in the New
Testament recall this chapter. One is the anointing of Jesus
at Bethany. When some observers rebuked the woman’s
extravagance, Jesus retorts, “’The poor you will always have
with you, but you will not always have me.’” He justifies the
expense as a customary burial anointing, in view of his
impending death. At the same time, he notes that they can
help the poor any time they want (Mark 14:1-11 cf. Matthew
26:6-13; John 12:1-8). Both for Deuteronomy and for Jesus,
God’s people are to spend some of their wealth on caring
for the poor, and some on worship.
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The other incident reflects the Church providing for its poor
in the context of worship. In language lifted from
Deuteronomy, the book of Acts commends the early
Jerusalem fellowship for giving to anyone who had need
(Acts 2:44-47; 4:32-55). The apostle John standardizes this
expectation: “’If anyone has material possessions and sees
a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can
the love of God be in that person?” (1 John 3:17). The apostle
Paul universalizes it across geographical and cultural
distance, calling for Corinthian Christians to give
generously and ungrudgingly for the Jerusalem Church as it
endures famine (2 Corinthians 8-9).

“’There will always be poor people in the
land. Therefore I command you to be
openhanded toward your fellow Israelites
who are poor and needy in your land’”
(15:11).
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DAY 18

ANNUAL FESTIVALS
Deuteronomy 16:1-17
After treating the seventh-year celebrations, Deuteronomy
moves on to three annual festivals: Passover, Weeks, and
Tabernacles. Since each of the feasts receives fuller
treatment earlier in the Pentateuch, this passage provides
summary directives for the new generation as they head
into the new land (cf. Exodus 12-13; 23; 34; Leviticus 23;
Numbers 28-29).
What God said to them. The first paragraph combines the
originally distinct yet conjoined festivals of Passover and
Unleavened Bread (verses 1-8). The passage surveys the
basics: why, what, where and when. Why: to commemorate
God’s deliverance from Egypt. What: animal sacrifice and
unleavened bread. Where: at the centralized location which
God identifies. When: for seven days.
The second paragraph surveys the Feast of Weeks, the early
harvest festival better known to us as Pentecost (verses
9-12). Its freewill oﬀerings were the primary source of
sustenance for the priests and Levites. This passage
similarly restricts worship to the place that God specifies,
and recalls the deliverance from Egypt. It adds two features:
oﬀerings are to be proportionate to income; and, the
celebration includes all residents in the land.
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The third paragraph covers the Feast of Tabernacles,
scheduled for the seventh day after the harvest ends
(verses 13-15). It, too, is inclusive of all residents, and is held
at the centralized location. The feast spans seven days,
celebrating the abundance of the harvests that God will
provide.
A final summary insists on the presence of all males at these
festivals, and requires oﬀerings proportionate to income
(verses 16-17).
Overall, two aspects of the festivals emerge. One is the
sacred rhythms of the Hebrew calendar: sabbath days,
annual festivals, and sabbath years combine to reinforce
God’s historic and recent generosity toward Israel, and to
cultivate continued blessings.
The other aspect of the festivals is the challenge to
Canaanite religion. Within animism, agricultural productivity
depended on appeasing the fertility gods and nature spirits.
When Israel occupies the land, they will be tempted to
follow suit (and will often succumb). Deuteronomy seeks to
head this oﬀ by grounding agricultural productivity in the
God who delivered them from Egypt (verses 1,3,6,12), and
who blesses their harvests (verses 10,15,17). Israel need not
bribe and cajole capricious spirits into blessing the crops.
The God of creation who delivered them in the exodus can
be counted on to bless them in the harvests of the new
land.
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What God is saying to us. For Christians, the primary
ceremony for celebrating the deliverance and generosity of
God is communion. At the Last Supper, Jesus reinterprets
the Passover to speak of crucifixion: “’This is my body given
for you; do this in remembrance of me’” (Luke 22:19). The
apostle Paul extends its significance to both past and
future: “Whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes’” (1 Corinthians
11:26).
At the same time, just as Deuteronomy adds these festivals
to the weekly Sabbath, so many Christian denominations
and believers find it helpful also to commemorate the major
events of the Christian calendar, particularly the birth of
Christ (Christmas), his death and resurrection (Good Friday
and Easter), and the giving of the Spirit (Pentecost). While
Scripture does not require this practice, Old Testament
parallels arguably permit it. Though we want to prioritize
reforming the cultural focus on gifts and overeating – greed
and gluttony – to the original purpose of celebrating the
acts of God for our salvation. These festivals celebrating the
past are a reminder that our future is likewise in the hands
of our omnipotent and generous God.
The overall features of these festivals also warrant
contemporary application. One is the explicit inclusiveness.
While Deuteronomy requires all men to attend, it also
welcomes all children, servants, immigrants, orphans and
widows (verses 11,14).
71

The other feature is the standard for oﬀerings:
proportionate to God’s blessing; i.e., to annual income and
accumulated wealth. The New Testament concurs with this
standard. Jesus commends the widow who oﬀered all that
she had to live on, though it was a small amount (Mark
12:41-44). More modestly, the apostle Paul urges the
Corinthians to give according to their means, “for if the
willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what
one has, not according to what one does not have” (2
Corinthians 8:11-12). These celebrations reciprocate God’s
generosity toward us with generosity toward others.

“’Three times a year all your men must
appear before the Lord your God at the
place he will choose: at the Festival of
Unleavened Bread, the Festival of Weeks
and the Festival of Tabernacles’” (16:16).
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DAY 19

CIVIL AUTHORITY
Deuteronomy 16:18-17:20
The next section of Deuteronomy addresses issues
pertaining to community authority: civil authority
(16:18-17:20), religious authority (18), and provisions to
prevent the miscarriage of justice (19).
What God said to them. Compared to secular societies,
theocracies do not diﬀerentiate as strongly between civil
and religious issues. Granted that overlap, this passage sets
out protocols for the administration of civil society, in four
categories: basic judicial guidelines (16:18-20), worship
regulations (16:21-17:7), higher courts (17:8-13), and rulers
(17:14-20).
The primary courts are local, with judges and administrators
appointed by the local residents. The fundamental
responsibility of the judges is to adjudicate disputes. Justice
is characterized by three negatives: judges must neither
pervert justice, nor show partiality, nor allow bribery. The
corruption of justice would jeopardize God’s blessing on the
nation (16:18-20).
The second unit regulates the most fundamental obligation
on Israelites: the worship of God. It makes two stipulations.
First, they must not worship any other gods. Within
Canaanite fertility cult, the Asherah pole represented the
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female, matched with the sacred stone as a phallic symbol.
The prohibition forbids syncretism, that is, mixing the
worship of the Jewish God with Canaanite animism.
Secondly, they must worship God with due respect. In
particular, this disallows the sacrifice of animals with
defects. With accusations of sacrilege, the judge shall
investigate. Provided two or more witnesses confirm the
accusation, the guilty party is to be executed publicly, with
the witnesses leading the execution (16:21-17:7).
Some judicial cases may not be clear-cut, especially those
which require the judge to assess motive. The Law
diﬀerentiates the punishment of accidental homicide from
premeditated murder, negligence from intentional damage,
and accidental injury from deliberate assault. Such cases
may be referred to a central court operating alongside the
centralized sanctuary. The priest-in-charge and judge-incharge will jointly adjudicate. The disputants must accept
their verdict or be executed (17:8-13).
Lastly, the passage anticipates the time when the nation will
want a king. As authority increases, so does the risk of
corruption. Kings may act as a law unto themselves,
claiming to be above the courts, and even the Law. To
reduce the possibility of misconduct, the people must
appoint the candidate whom God indicates, and he must be
an Israelite, that is, someone who worships God. For his
part, the king must not be ambitious militarily (horses are
essential to cavalry and chariots), geopolitically (exogenous
marriage is a key to forging international alliances), or
financially (the accumulation of silver and gold). As a
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reminder that he is accountable to the Law and to God, the
newly appointed king must copy out the Law by hand, read
it daily, and follow it carefully. For his dynasty to continue,
he must set a good model for his countrymen (17:14-20).
In short, justice is to be impartial, God-honoring, careful,
and applied to all. Capital punishment is mandated for
disrespect toward God or toward the courts which
adjudicate his Law. Where mandated, the purpose of capital
punishment is to “purge the evil from among you” (17:7,12).

What God is saying to us. Application of this passage in a
secular society requires that we distinguish its civil from its
religious dimensions.
Even though biblical directives are not binding on a secular
society, it is at least encouraging for Christians to be aware
that God and Scripture are concerned about integrity in the
administration of justice. This passage is instructive for
Christians in positions of authority, reassuring for Christians
oppressed under corrupt authority, and corrective for
Christians who transgress just law. God cares about more
than our private spiritual lives. He also cares about the
administration of justice across society. So to the extent of
our influence – whether as citizens , or as lawyers, judges,
and legislators – Christians rightly pursue the just
administration of civil authority.
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Some of these guidelines also apply within the Church. The
exhortation to “purge the evil from among you” occurs
frequently in Deuteronomy. In various passages, it requires
the judicial execution of idolaters (13:5), false witnesses
(19:19), adulterers (22:21,24), and kidnappers (24:7). In this
chapter, it appears twice, once as punishment for idolaters
(17:7), and a second time, for those who show disrespect
toward law courts (17:12). Within the New Testament, the
apostle Paul picks up the phrase, and applies it within the
Church. Of course, the Church does not execute violators.
But Paul does call for it to cast out professing Christians
who engage in egregious sin, as a preview of the coming
judgment, when God will exclude violators from his eternal
kingdom (1 Corinthians 5:9-13). The hope is that symbolic
exclusion now will drive miscreants to repentance, so that
they may escape permanent exclusion at the final
judgment.

“’You must purge the evil from among
you’” (17:7).
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DAY 20

SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY
Deuteronomy 18
A widespread sociological concept provides a helpful
framework for understanding this passage, and its
connection with the previous reading. Sociologist Max
Weber distinguished three sorts of leadership: ‘traditional’,
‘bureaucratic’, and ‘charismatic’. In simplified terms,
‘traditional’ leadership is characterized by a dominant
personality and established tradition (e.g., an American
president). ‘Bureaucratic’ leadership is characterized by
institutions and systematic procedures (e.g., laws and
courts). cCharismatic’ leadership is marked by dynamic
individuals overhauling an unjust system (e.g., Martin Luther
King, Jr., and the American civil rights movement). With
modest adjustment, this schema illumines today’s reading.
What God said to them. Yesterday, the reading focused on
‘bureaucratic’ leadership: the routine organization of the
two-tier court system, with local judges adjudicating
everyday disputes (16:18-20), and more difficult cases
referred to a centralized court staﬀed by a combination of
religious and social leaders (17:8-13). That passage also
referenced the ‘traditional’ leadership of a king: it did not
explicitly subordinate him to the ‘bureaucratic’ courts,
though it did subject him to the Law (17:14-20).
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Today’s passage shifts focus to the religious sphere, where
the same three-part distinction holds true. Priests and
Levites are the primary actors in ‘bureaucratic’ religion; i.e.,
the routine, organized, institutional domain of tabernacle
and sacrifice. Since they receive no allotment in the land
distribution, their financial support comes through a
designated share of the sacrifices and oﬀerings. They may
change location as they prefer, with their support base
shifting correspondingly (verses 1-8). The frequency with
which the Pentateuch addresses the support of tabernacle
personnel suggests that financing institutional religion was
a recurring controversy.
As to the ‘charismatic’ model, the term has a specialized
meaning in sociology; it does not refer to the contemporary
‘charismatic movement’. Instead, it applies to ‘irregular’ (or
spontaneous) leaders whose authority rests not on Law or
on bureaucratic office, but on claims to special access to
the spirit world. Divination and sorcery, omens and spells,
witchcraft and mediumship, all fit within this category. The
shaman serves two roles. One is to provide personal
guidance in the specifics which Law and bureaucracy do
not cover. The other is to protect individuals from
misfortune and evil spirits, by accessing and manipulating
the spirits. Deuteronomy 18 rejects this approach in its
entirety (verses 9-13).
At the same time, Moses recognizes that the nation will
need direction from God after his death. This need is met
neither by priest nor by medium, but by the rise of another
‘traditional’ leader, another prophet who will perform a role
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comparable to his own, guiding the nation in the path of
God’s will, rebuking them when they fall into sin, and
interceding for them in times of crisis. Law cannot cover all
scenarios, and may not adequately address changing
situations. The ‘prophet like Moses’ will serve that role,
doing for Israel what Moses has done in his own era.
Anyone who disregards that prophet will face divine
judgment. Anyone who falsely claims to be such a prophet
is to be executed. One test to diﬀerentiate the genuine
prophet from pretenders is whether or not his promises and
warnings come true (verses 14-22).

What God is saying to us. The book of Acts identifies Jesus
as this ‘prophet like Moses'. Preaching to crowds in
Jerusalem shortly after Pentecost, the apostle Peter recalls
the rejection and crucifixion of Jesus, followed by his
resurrection. He calls his compatriots to repentance for
their complicity, so that they may escape the judgment
coming upon those who reject the ‘prophet like
Moses’ (Acts 3:11-26 cf. 4:1-21).
Not long later, when Stephen is called before the central
Jewish law court (the Sanhedrin), he too invokes the parallel
with Moses from this passage. Just as their forefathers
rejected Moses, so they rejected the prophet like Moses,
Jesus. In response, the Sanhedrin martyred Stephen, as he
pleaded with God for their forgiveness (Acts 7:1-59).
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The Gospel of Matthew particularly portrays Jesus as the
prophet like, but greater than, Moses. The Sermon on the
Mount replaces the Law from Sinai. The New Covenant
supplants the Old. The sacrifice at tabernacle and temple is
fulfilled by the crucifixion of Christ.
The identification of Jesus as the ‘prophet like Moses’ points
to the spiritual priorities we should pursue, the sorts of
questions we should be asking, and the source for answers.
Our focus is not to be the mediumistic, the accumulation of
spiritual power to manipulate conditions in this life for our
benefit. Instead, we engage in the regular, recurring
worship of God through the institutional Church. And we
center our lives around the teaching of Jesus, the prophet
like, but superior to, Moses.

“’The Lord your God will raise up for you a
prophet like me from among you, from
your fellow Israelites. You must listen to
him’” (18:15).
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DAY 21

PREVENTING THE
MISCARRIAGE OF JUSTICE
Deuteronomy 19
This reading covers two separate legal practices, conjoined
by the eﬀort to prevent the miscarriage of justice. The
passage consists of two sections, verses 1-13 and verses
15-21, with verse 14 dividing them. Thematically, each
section aims to prevent a diﬀerent abuse: verses 1-13 guard
against revenge punishment; verses 15-21, against false
witness. Verse 14 has no apparent connection to the
unifying theme or to either section.
What God said to them. The first section calls Israel to set
up three refuge cities, distributed evenly through the land,
for quick access in crisis (verses 1-3). This proviso recurs
with notable frequency in the Pentateuch. It first appears
almost immediately after the Ten Commandments, as the
initial item in an extended section of personal injury law
(Exodus 21:12-14). Then, just prior to the invasion of Canaan,
God identifies the coming national boundaries, and
allocates towns for the Levites and for cities of refuge
(Numbers 35:6-34). Again, as Israel prepares to cross the
Jordan, just prior to the second listing of the Ten
Commandments, Moses sets aside three cities of refuge in
the Transjordan (Deuteronomy 4:41-43). Finally, once the
initial stage of the conquest is complete, Joshua distributes
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the designated portions to the tribes, and establishes the
cities of refuge, along with designating specific towns for
the Levites (Joshua 20). Clearly the cities of refuge are a
priority within the Torah.
The cities of refuge provide safe haven for anyone who
commits an accidental homicide. The survivors of the
deceased cannot take revenge there (verses 4-7).
Furthermore, if the nation is obedient to God, and he
expands their territory, they must set aside an additional
three cities, so that the innocent always have viable access
to safety. This protects not only the innocent, but also the
nation from guilt over revenge killing (verses 8-10). To
prevent abuse, convicted murderers are not permitted
refuge, but are to be handed over for execution (verses
11-13).
Verse 14 prohibits relocating boundary markers. Perhaps the
single verse on a new topic is randomly placed. Though
given the coherence of the preceding and following
sections, it seems more likely designed to serve as an
intentional marker to separate the two sections.
The final paragraph turns to another potential abuse in the
legal system: witnesses in court. The importance of this
topic is confirmed by its appearance within the Ten
Commandments (Exodus 20:16; Deuteronomy 5:20).
Previously a minimum of two witnesses was required for a
murder conviction; now that condition is extended to cover
all convictions (cf. Deuteronomy 17:6). Additionally, the
penalty for false testimony is specified: a false witness is to
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receive the punishment otherwise due to the accused
(verse 15-21).

What God is saying to us. As noted previously, theocracies
do not consistently distinguish civil and religious law, while
other forms of government typically do. So the application
of this passage to contemporary secular society requires
some adaptation.
God is clearly concerned that legal systems be just.
Previous texts opposed bribery (Exodus 23:8; Deuteronomy
10:17; 16:19), and false testimony (Exodus 20:16;
Deuteronomy 5:20). This passage sets limits on retaliation
and imposes punishment on false testimony. Common
sense (let alone ‘common grace’) infers that God values
these same virtues in legal systems that are not theocracies.
At the very least, this is grounds for worship: that our God is
just, and seeks justice in legal systems.
Given that no biblical theocracies exist today, and these
standards cannot be imposed on secular societies, what
other applications might we legitimately draw?
One is the recognition that God maintains such standards at
the final judgment. His verdict will be just, not vengeful, and
based on certain knowledge, not false testimony. In one
regard, the just justice of God is cause for worship, given
the corruption that often passes for justice in our world. In
another regard, though, the justice of the final judgment is
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sobering, and should prompt repentance and virtuous
living.
Another line of application is relevant to those involved in
the legal system, either vocationally as judges or lawyers, or
occasionally, as witnesses or accused. In an adversarial
legal system, the role of attorneys is less to obtain justice
for all parties, than to present the most persuasive case in
an eﬀort to secure a conviction or an acquittal, depending
on who is paying the legal fees. Similarly, the natural
inclination of witnesses is to ‘spin’ testimony according to
self-interest. Consequently, this passage poses acute
challenges for Christians involved in legal professions and
court cases.

“’Do this so that innocent blood will not be
shed in your land, which the Lord your God
is giving you as your inheritance, and so
that you will not be guilty of
bloodshed’” (19:10).
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DAY 22

WAR STRATEGY
Deuteronomy 20
The exposition of Law prepares for life in the Promised
Land. A big part of that life will involve war against the
Canaanites occupying the land. So, unsurprisingly,
Deuteronomy includes a section on war. The discussion of
accidental homicide in chapter 19 provides a natural segue.
Chapter 7 previously commanded the destruction of the
Canaanite peoples and their gods; or, more precisely, the
destruction of the Canaanites because of their gods. This
chapter repeats that command within a broader discussion
of war strategy.
What God said to them. Thematically, this passage divides
into five parts. The first urges confidence in the face of war,
despite being outnumbered and overpowered, on the
ground that God fights for Israel (verses 14 cf. 1:30; 3:22).
Moses’ confidence in God runs so high that he directs the
officers to exempt several classes of potential soldiers from
the draft: those who have recently built homes, planted
vineyards, or become engaged. The common thread is that
those who are on the verge of experiencing the promised
blessings of the new land should defer going to war until
they have enjoyed God’s bounty. One further category of
people is included: those who are afraid, lest they spread
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anxiety to others. The underlying rationale, oﬀered three
times, is sharply realistic: even with God fighting for them,
some will die in battle (verses 5-9).
The conduct of war is to vary geographically. When
attacking remote regions, Israel may oﬀer opponents the
option of peaceful submission with forced labor. The
alternative is the execution of all men, and the plunder of
surviving women, children, livestock, and possessions
(verses 10-15). Canaanite cities, in contrast, have no option:
they are to suﬀer total destruction; everything that breathes
is to be killed. The rationale for this severity is the same as
previously stated: otherwise, Israelites will intermingle with
Canaanites, and adopt oﬀensive worship and ethical
practices, leading to divine judgment (verses 16-18 cf.
7:1-6,25-26).
A final note reflects the desire for Israel to enjoy the fertility
of the land. When laying siege to a city, they are not to use
‘scorched earth’ tactics. While they may cut lumber for
various purposes, they are to preserve fruit trees for their
value as food (verses 19-20).

What God is saying to us. This passage, as much as any
other, should cure the notion that God is on ‘our side’ in any
of our wars. If that were the case, the armed forces would
not recruit anyone building a house, planting a farm, or
engaged to marry, and would allow the resignation of
anyone afraid to die. Of course, any country claiming this
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passage must first be a theocracy, and God no longer
identifies with a particular nation.
So if this passage does not apply to any contemporary
nation, how is it relevant? Overall, the New Testament
spiritualizes warfare language: Christ now fights for his
Church. The apostle Paul reflects this adaptation when he
warns,
Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against
the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of
this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in
the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of
God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able
to stand your ground (Ephesians 6:12-13).
Similarly, the elder John counters Roman persecution of the
Church by appeal to Jesus as warrior who, with the sword of
his mouth, slays Satan and his vicious cohort (Revelation
17-18).
Before leaving this passage, we briefly address its severity,
its call to destroy all military-aged men in resistant cities,
and all living things in Canaanite cities. What happens on
the battlefields of Canaan is a subset and anticipation of
what will happen at the end of time. Is God justified to
condemn those who refuse to worship him or live in
obedience to him?
That question goes to the root of our understanding of God
and our status before him. Is he creator of the universe and
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sovereign over it, so that we must honor and obey him as
ruler? Or is he more of a president, elected by popular vote,
and disregarded without harm?
This question also goes directly to our understanding of
Christ, and his life, death, and resurrection. Is he co-creator
of the universe, and co-regent of all, sent not to lord over
us, but to die for us that we might reconcile to God? No
earthly monarch ever considered such a measure on behalf
of his subjects. The fact that God did so both confirms the
depth of his love and justifies the severity of his judgment.

“’The Lord your God is the one who goes
with you to fight for you against your
enemies to give you victory’” (20:4).
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DAY 23

PROTECTING VICTIMS
Deuteronomy 21
This chapter covers five seemingly diverse cases, ranging
from murder victims, to female POWs, to the firstborn son
of an unloved wife, to rebellious sons, to executed
criminals. One feature that may possibly link them all is:
limiting the humiliation of victims.
What God said to them. In the first incident, a murder
victim is discovered in a field. In this scenario, the killer
cannot be identified and punished in the eﬀort to remove
the guilt from the land. The remedy is for the nearest town
to take an unworked heifer to an uncultivated field, and
break its neck. In this way, the murder is atoned, and the
community escapes defilement (verses 1-9).
The second incident envisions an Israelite soldier taking a
war captive as his wife. She is to be allowed a month to
mourn the death of her parents. If he later grows
dissatisfied with her, she does not revert to POW status.
Instead, the man must treat her like an ex-wife (verses
10-14).
The third incident also restrains a dissatisfied husband. If a
man has multiple wives, and grows dissatisfied with the
mother of his first-born son, he cannot transfer the rights of
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the first-born to the son of a preferred wife. The status of
first-born is protected, and non-transferable (verses 15-17).
The fourth incident continues the family focus, stipulating
the punishment for a son who is persistently disobedient
and rebellious, in violation of the fifth commandment
(Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16). His parents are to bring
him to court – in this instance, for gluttony and drunkenness
– and the men of the town are to execute him by stoning
(verses 18-21).
The final episode deals with the public exposure of a dead
body. Anyone convicted of a capital oﬀense and stoned,
may then be hanged from a tree. Yet the corpse is to be
removed and buried by day’s end. This prevents the
desecration of the land by a dead body (verses 22-23).
These five scenarios share the concern to limit the extent of
public humiliation. To lie dead, exposed in a field; to be
taken as a POW; to be an unloved wife; to be disrespected
by a rebellious child; to be hanged from a tree: these are all
humiliations. This chapter recognizes that God sometimes
permits – sometimes endorses – humiliation. But in each
circumstance, these regulations limit that humiliation. While
limiting humiliation may not be the primary feature of each
episode, it appears to be a thread connecting them all.

What God is saying to us. The specifics of some of these
examples could provoke disdain among modern Western
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readers, for example: the permission to capture a wife in
war provided she is allowed thirty days to grieve the death
of her parents; or, the allocation of a double inheritance to
the first-born son; or, the execution of an adult child who is
an alcoholic or drug addict; or, the public hanging of an
executed criminal. But consideration of contemporary
realities in the world’s hot spots would mute much of this
criticism.
The proviso regarding atonement for murder victims
assumes a context much safer and more civilized than ours,
where murder is so common, and we, so jaded, that now
only mass killings provoke public mourning.
Horrific to contemplate, marrying a POW seems relatively
benign and protective compared to the widespread
practice of rape as a weapon of war today.
Families of divorce are often permanently scarred when a
remarried father reneges on child-support obligations, let
alone inheritance.
The judicial execution of a villainous son or daughter
exceeds modern sensibilities, though we are horrified when
the wealthy intervene so that their entitled youth escape
responsibility for crimes.
So, too, the public display of an executed criminal seems
barbaric, until it is compared to how the war dead are often
treated in contemporary conflicts.
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In short, we do right to acknowledge three realities. First, in
each case, Deuteronomy is not condoning mistreatment,
but is limiting existing excesses. Secondly, while we may
generally prefer even greater restrictions, the practices of
our own era – and the passivity of the international
community – keep us from claiming any moral high ground
over the ancients. Thirdly, we rightly shine a spotlight on the
origin of our heightened sensitivities: that our God did not
destroy his enemies, but instead, sent his Son to die, in
order to reconcile them to himself (Romans 5:6-10). We
need not apologize for the God of the Old Testament, for in
Christ, he has far exceeded our theoretical standards, let
alone, our actual practices.

“’If someone guilty of a capital oﬀense is
put to death and their body is exposed on a
pole, you must not leave the body hanging
on the pole overnight. Be sure to bury it
that same day’” (21:22-23).
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DAY 24

SEXUAL BOUNDARIES
Deuteronomy 22
The range of topics in this passage again raises the
question of thematic cohesion. On the one hand, the first
half appears to jump from one matter to another: farm
animals; cross-dressing; birds; building codes; seeds, plow
animals, and fabric; and, finally, garment tassels (verses
1-12). On the other hand, the second half clearly coheres,
prohibiting a variety of sexual activities: premarital sex,
adultery, casual sex, and incest (verses 13-30). The unity of
the latter half prompts a second look for coherence in the
former, and across the entire passage.
Supporting coherence, two of the earlier, and apparently
random, topics may actually tie in with sexual sin. Leviticus
also prohibits cross-breeding animals, companion planting,
and mixed fabrics, just prior to condemning sexual
exploitation by a master of a slave girl betrothed to
someone else (Leviticus 19:19-22). Similarly, Numbers
requires tassels on the corner of garments as a reminder to
obey all the commands of the Lord, rather than “prostitute
yourselves by chasing after the lusts of your own hearts and
eyes” (Numbers 15:37-39). These links suggest that the
prohibited mixtures and required tassels both relate
somehow to the prohibitions against sexual immorality. If
so, how might the remaining topics cohere?
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What God is saying to us. All the examples in verses 1-12
share one or both of two features: maintaining boundaries
and limits. Ownership distinctions are to be respected,
‘finder’s keepers’ is prohibited: they are to return stray
animals, and assist the infirm (verses 1-4). Gender
distinctions are to be retained; cross-dressing is forbidden
(verse 5). Hunters may not kill all the birds in a nest; they
make take the chicks or eggs, but must leave the mother
(verses 6-7). Flat roofs, used for entertaining and relaxing,
are to have a parapet around the perimeter, to protect
guests from falling oﬀ (verse 8). Crops are to be planted
according to kind, not mingled (verse 9). Animals are to
plow according to kind, not mingled (verse 10). Clothes are
to be woven of a single material, not mingled (verse 11). The
boundaries of a garment are to be marked by tassels (verse
12). All of these examples require respect for boundaries
and limits.
As such, all the examples oﬀer metaphorical support for
sexual morality. The values of limits and boundaries are
consistent with protecting the vulnerable from sexual
exploitation, and restricting sex within the parameter of
marriage. Thus, the stipulations of verses 1-12 appear
intended to support the restrictions of verses 13-30.
Restrictions on sex include: premarital infidelity, whether
falsely accused (verses 13-19), or truthfully (verses 20-21);
adultery with a married woman (verse 22); adultery with an
engaged woman, either with her compliance (verses 23-24),
or against her will (verses 25-27); premarital sex (not ‘rape’,
as in the NIV; verses 28-29); and, sex with the (likely second)
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wife of one’s father (verse 30). All these acts involve sex
across the boundaries of marriage; some entail sexual
exploitation or abuse.
Respect for proper boundaries runs throughout the chapter.
This is the objection to the prohibited sexual activities: they
violate proper moral and social boundaries.

What God is saying to us. The restriction of sex to marriage
between one man and one woman is widely derided today
as regressive and repressive. Yet the link with the protection
of lost animals, captured birds, and house guests suggests
a common underlying rationale for the sexual prohibitions:
God designs boundaries to protect the vulnerable from
exploitation for the personal gratification of the powerful.
We recognize the boundaries of private ownership, and care
for lost or injured animals (verses 1-4). We advocate
boundaries to prevent exploitation of nature, and we take
responsibility for the well-being of house guests (verses
6-8).
With mechanized farming, the prohibition against mixed
plowing is less relevant. Similarly, companion planting is
widespread in backyard gardens, and our clothes are
mostly fabric blends (verses 9-12). While some examples no
longer apply, the underlying principle remains intelligible:
sex is prohibited that violates the boundary of marriage
(verses 13-30).
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The gulf between biblical and cultural standards on sex and
marriage is so wide as to be unbridgeable apart from
conversion, spiritual transformation, and submission to
God. But at least this much should be agreed: God’s
sympathy toward injured animals implies that his sexual
standards derive from a desire to protect, not to restrict. In
the aftermath of the ‘Me Too’ movement, and the disclosure
of rampant sexual harassment, our culture may become
more sensitized to the need for clear boundaries to protect
the vulnerable from sexual exploitation and abuse by the
powerful.

“’If a man is found sleeping with another
man’s wife, both the man who slept with
her and the woman must die. You must
purge the evil from Israel’” (22:22).
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DAY 25

MEMBERSHIP REQUIREMENTS
AND BENEFITS
Deuteronomy 23
This chapter coalesces around the topic of membership in
the community, specifically, the theme of membership
requirements and benefits. The first two paragraphs are the
most substantial, with five shorter notes appended.
What God said to them. To participate fully in the
community of God’s people requires physical, moral, and
ethnic purity. Among those permanently excluded from
Israel’s worship are: (1) the sexually mutilated (likely a ritual
practiced in the worship of Canaanite gods); (2) those born
of illicit relationships, such as incest or cultic prostitution;
(3) Ammonites and Moabites (descendants of Lot, excluded
due to their historic treatment of Israel; cf. Numbers 22-24).
Edomites (descendants of Esau) and Egyptians may join the
community after three generations (verses 1-8).
Since God dwells in the midst of the camp and goes to war
with Israel, the camp must remain pure. Consequently,
anyone made unclean by ‘what happens at night’ (a
euphemism referring to seminal emissions, perhaps also
including urination within the camp) is temporarily
excluded. Similarly, latrines must be situated outside the
camp (verses 9-14).
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More briefly, the following are also included or excluded
from the camp. In a break from international norms at the
time, runaway slaves may take refuge with Israel. They may
settle in whatever town they ‘choose’ (verses 15-16; perhaps
significantly, this is the same language used of God
‘choosing’ where to place the sanctuary). In a rejection of
Canaanite fertility cults, ritual prostitutes and their proceeds
are excluded from Israel (verses 16-18).
Membership in God’s community comes with certain
benefits and responsibilities. In another break from
contemporary practice, they may not charge interest on any
loan to poor countrymen (verses 19-20). They are not
required to make financial vows to God, but any vow made
must be promptly fulfilled (verses 21-23). Finally, members
of the community must share what God provides them: the
poor and the itinerant may eat from nearby fields, provided
they do not harvest extra for future meals (verses 24-25).

What God is saying to us. Jesus and the early Church
broaden membership in the community while retaining its
benefits. Jesus oﬀers the gospel to the sexually immoral
who are repentant (Luke 7:36-50). One of the earliest
converts in the book of Acts is both a eunuch and a
foreigner (Acts 8:26-40). The apostle Paul requires that a
slave owner receive his runaway slave back as a brother in
faith (Philemon).
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The biggest change of all came with the Church opening its
doors freely to gentiles, while permitting them to remain
culturally gentile (i.e., not requiring them to convert to
Judaism, be circumcised, and follow Old Testament food
laws; cf. Acts 15). Arguably, the overall purpose of the book
of Acts is to explain how the Church transitioned from small
and predominately Jewish to large and predominately
gentile. The transformation was fully in accord with God’s
intent, in fulfillment of his third promise to Abraham.
Along with broadening membership in God’s community,
the early Church also extended the benefits of membership.
In Acts 4, members did not merely lend to the poor without
charging interest; the wealthy actually sold possessions and
gave to the poor among them, without expectation of
repayment, so that “there were no needy persons among
them” (Acts 4:32-37).
Somehow, most of our churches have moved far, not only
from New Testament heights, but even from the Old
Testament norms. Perhaps because our social networks –
our workplaces and our neighborhoods – are generally
segmented racially, ethnically, and socio-economically, so
are our churches. Consequently, wealthy Christians
typically do not know poor Christians first-hand, or vice
versa. Some theoreticians even justify this bifurcation as
conducive to the numerical growth and cohesion of
individual churches. While that may be so, it moves the
Church far away from its origins and its divine calling,
toward being another social club conformed to the wider
culture.
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To move toward greater diversity – racially, ethnically, and
socio-economically – is neither a simple nor an easy
process. But it is what the early Church did – and how they
lived – in obedience to God’s explicit and persistent call. He
never rescinded that directive. So it is not clear that we can
claim to be a biblical church unless we are making
persistent eﬀorts and steady progress in that same
direction.

“’You may charge a foreigner interest, but
not a fellow Israelite, so that the Lord your
God may bless you in everything you put
your hand to in the land you are entering to
possess’” (23:20).
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DAY 26

PROTECTING THE
VULNERABLE
Deuteronomy 24
Chapter 21 already sought to limit the suﬀering of victims:
the murdered, female prisoners of war, the children of a
polygamous marriage, the parents of a rebellious child, and
an executed criminal. This chapter is somewhat similar in its
eﬀorts to protect the vulnerable; mostly, in a connection
with the end of chapter 23, the financially vulnerable.
What God said to them. The first scenario prompts more
questions than it answers: What can qualify as ‘something
indecent’ that justifies divorce? In what respect is she
‘defiled’? Why is it detestable for her first husband to
remarry her after the dissolution of an intervening
marriage? This much is much is clear: divorced women
lacked independent financial support, and the prohibition
seems intended to save further humiliation (verses 1-4).
The second scenario calls for a newlywed husband to be
released from military commitments or other obligations
that would remove him from home (verse 5). This shows
sensitivity to a tender time of life.
The third scenario disallows taking necessities as collateral
for a loan to the poor: without a millstone, the family could
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not grind grain for its daily meals (verse 6). The fourth
supports the vulnerable of a diﬀerent sort; specifically,
kidnap victims. Kidnappers are to be executed (verse 7).
The fifth scenario is less about a victim than about a
principle that aﬀects all the cases: the authority of the
Levitical judges. To oppose God-ordained courts is to risk
the punishment Miriam suﬀered when she opposed Moses’
authority (verses 8-9 cf. Numbers 12).
The sixth requires lenders to show respect and sympathy
toward debtors. Lenders may not enter a house to seize
collateral, and they may not retain the only collateral that
many poor could provide, namely, a dual-purpose cloakblanket (verses 10-13).
The seventh forbids exploitation of day laborers, whether
Israelite or foreign (verses 14-15). The eighth disallows
holding parents responsible for the crimes of their children,
and vice versa (verse 16).
The ninth defends foreigners, orphans and widows from
exploitation. The passage elaborates this point three ways:
grain is to be left in the fields, olives on the trees, and
grapes on the vines, in order to provide food for the
marginalized (verses 17-21).
In sum, God requires not only that Israel worship him, but
also that they look after the disenfranchised.
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In addition to the content of the directives, the underlying
rationales are also notable. These include: to avoid bringing
sin on the land (verse 1); to purge evil from the nation (verse
7); to avoid punishment from God (verses 9,15); to be
recognized as righteous by God (verse 13); to reciprocate
for the deliverance from Egypt (verses 18,21); and, to receive
divine blessing (verse 19).

What God is saying to us. The main thrust of this passage –
protection for the vulnerable, especially those in dire
financial straits – potentially applies in two directions today:
to society and to the Church.
While Christians cannot impose these stipulations on
secular governments, God may. This passage affirms God’s
concerns for family law and banking law, particularly as they
aﬀect the marginalized and disenfranchised. Divorce
consigns many families to poverty, especially single
mothers with custody of the children. Predatory lending is
widespread, not only by pay-day loan companies and
credit-card companies, but even by once-reputable banks,
as the 2008 mortgage crisis revealed.
Some industries – such as ethnic restaurants and
construction – still rely on day laborers, and exploit their
desperation. Undocumented immigrants are especially
vulnerable. The elderly and widowed remain vulnerable to
exploitation.
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While not all of the stipulations in this chapter apply in
secular states, it would be risky to suppose that God will
withhold judgment from unscrupulous individuals and
companies, from the governments that fail to oversee them,
or from the nations where such practices thrive. God cared
about such issues in the distant past. He never indicates
that he has stopped caring about them.
As far as the Church is concerned, it is easy, especially for
those who are not themselves in need, to succumb to
cultural influences, and embrace individualistic capitalism.
Yet the New Testament expresses concern both for the poor
in the local Church (Acts 4:32-37; 6:1-7), and for support of
impoverished Churches internationally (2 Corinthians 8-9).
Admittedly, we need to be wise about helping in ways that
inadvertently harm by fostering dependence, or promoting
other abuses. That acknowledged, failing to help is not an
option, then or now.

“’Do not deprive the foreigner or the
fatherless of justice, or take the cloak of
the widow as a pledge. Remember that you
were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God
redeemed you from there. That is why I
command you to do this’” (24:17-18).
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DAY 27

HUMILIATION: ITS USE AND
ABUSE
Deuteronomy 25
This chapter is another example of an apparent
hodgepodge of topics that, on further consideration, may
cohere around a common theme. Its more prominent topics
deal with inflicting or limiting humiliation. Verses 1-3 limit
the number of strokes in a judicial beating, in order to
prevent degradation. Verses 5-10 mandate public
humiliation as punishment. Verses 17-19 command the
annihilation of the Amalekites for shameful military
misconduct. Given that the prominent examples coalesce
around the theme of humiliation, it is worth considering
whether the briefer units might be construed similarly.
What God said to them. Verses 1-3 endorse corporal
punishment under controlled circumstances: a judge
adjudicates the case, evaluates its severity, declares an
appropriate number of strokes (likely of a cane, rather than
a whip), and oversees the punishment. The passage limits
the maximum number of strokes to forty, lest the culprit be
degraded.
Verse 4 initially appears to be a digression, requiring that
oxen be unmuzzled so they can eat as they thresh grain.
This could be a random item. But since it mitigates severe
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labor, it may be a traditional proverb cited to support
mitigating severe punishment.
In contrast, verses 5-10 legitimizes humiliation in
punishment for a scandalous breech of proper behavior.
When a man dies without a male heir, his brother is obliged
to marry the widow, and produce oﬀspring to carry on the
family name (and inherit the family land). If the brother
declines, he is to be shamed. The elders meet with him in
an eﬀort to change his mind. If that does not work, the
widow removes one of his sandals and spits in his face,
from which time his descendants bear disgrace.
Verses 11-12 envision two men fighting, when the wife of
one attacks the other by grabbing his genitalia. As
punishment, her hand is to be cut oﬀ. The severity of the
penalty reflects the importance of siring children, while also
inflicting shame to match her shameful oﬀense.
In verses 13-16, the miscreant uses two sets of inaccurate
measures in business and trade, one designed to cheat on
purchases; the other, on sales. Perhaps because the oﬀense
is difficult to detect, the cheat is not publicly shamed. But
the text shames his conscience: God detests him.
Finally, verses 17-19 recall the despicable Amalekites. As
Israel fled Egypt, the Amalekites picked oﬀ the stragglers,
shamefully preying on the weak and infirm. For their
cowardice and cruelty, they are to be annihilated.
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What God is saying to us. The particular crimes and
punishments described in this chapter are generally not
directly applicable today. Most Western court systems do
not include caning in punishments. Nor do they require a
man to sire children for his brother’s wife, or punish him by
permitting her to spit in his face. Western courts do not
impose amputation as a sentence for any crime, including
grabbing a man by the groin. So it may be useful to reflect
on the underlying value: the use of public shame in
punishment.
In the fields of cultural anthropology and missiology, the
distinction between shame-based cultures and guilt-based
cultures is commonplace. As with many concepts, the
diﬀerence can be overstated. Most cultures recognize both
objective guilt and subjective shame, though the relative
emphasis between the two tends to vary along a
continuum. So, with appropriate caveats and caution, the
distinction provides a useful analytical framework.
This passage, and the Old Testament as a whole, uses not
only guilt, but also shame, to influence behavior. Caning,
spitting, and amputation all include humiliation as an aspect
of punishment. Even the concept of God’s disdain intends
to shame the conscience of a cheat, when they cannot be
identified for public humiliation. Significantly, among the
examples, it is the most shameful behaviors – a woman
grabbing a man by the genitals, and enemies picking oﬀ the
weak and infirm – that receive the most severe sanctions.
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So God both uses shame to punish, and punishes shameful
behavior.
The New Testament also appeals not only to guilt, but also
to shame. Jesus’ public accusations against opponents is
designed to shame them (e.g., Matthew 23). When Paul
accuses the world of sin, he targets not only its guilt, but
also its shame (Romans 1:26-27). In 1 Corinthians, he
identifies shame as part of God’s evangelistic strategy (1
Corinthians 1:27), and uses shame to motivate Christian
obedience (1 Corinthians 5:11; cf. 6:1-6). So, sensitively
applied, shame can be an appropriate tool in Christian
discipleship.

“His brother’s widow shall go up to him in
the presence of the elders, 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 family line’” (25:9).
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DAY 28

A LITURGY FOR THE NEW
LAND
Deuteronomy 26
Chapter 26 consists of two parts. Verses 1-15 revisit the
annual and triennial harvest tithes, mentioned previously.
Then verses 16-19 conclude the exposition of the Law which
has been running from chapter 4 to this point. The focus of
this reading will be on the former, since it is longer and its
theme is less familiar.
What God said to them. The earlier discussion of firstfruit
tithes was predominately logistical. Annually, Israelites are
to present the agricultural tithe at the centralized sanctuary,
and share a meal there. If the journey is long, they may
monetize their oﬀering in their hometown, and then
purchase suitable oﬀerings on site. Every third year, the
tithe is to be retained locally, for sharing among the
landless: Levites, foreigners, widows, and the fatherless
(14:22-29).
Now, as Deuteronomy wraps up, and the invasion is set to
begin, this passage anticipates their first harvests in the
new land. It provides a liturgy to accompany the tithes, and
to proclaim their significance.
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When presenting the annual harvest tithe, worshippers
begin with a summary affirmation that the land is the
fulfillment of the second Abrahamic promise. Then they
flesh out the details. God brought them into Egypt, where
he fulfilled the first Abrahamic promise, making a few
people into a great nation. To stifle their growth, Egypt
oppressed them. In response, God delivered them with
mighty acts of power, and led them into the abundance of
Canaan. With this confession of faith, they present their
tithe, and celebrate God’s fulfillment of his covenant
promises (verses 1-11).
The annual tithe celebrates all that God ‘gives’ Israel (verses
1,2,3,9,10,11). In the triennial tithe, Israel reciprocates and
‘gives’ to the landless: Levites, foreigners, fatherless, and
widows (verses 12,13,14). This tithe is also coupled with a
liturgy. Donors affirm that they have contributed the full
measure of the sacred portion, carefully protecting it from
defilement. Twice they affirm their complete obedience to
the stipulated protocols and process. The liturgy ends with
an appeal to God to continue to bless his people and the
land (verses 12-15).
The final paragraph of this chapter wraps up the main
section of the book. Toward the beginning, it laid out the
two sides of the covenant. God initiated the relationship:
“For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord
your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face
of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession’” (7:6
cf. 14:2). In response, Israel is to worship and obey him:
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“’Therefore, take care to follow the commands, decrees and
laws I give you today’” (7:11).
Wrapping up, Moses repeats both aspects, in reverse order.
Regarding Israel, he says: "’You have declared this day that
the Lord is your God and that you will walk in obedience to
him, that you will keep his decrees, commands and laws –
that you will listen to him’” (verse 17). Regarding God, he
reaffirms, “’The Lord has declared this day that you are his
people, his treasured possession as he promised’” (verse
18). As a whole, Deuteronomy renews the covenant
between God and the new generation of Israel, after the
judgment of the wilderness generation for its sin.

What God is saying to us. In applying Deuteronomy 7, the
earlier reading referenced its reappearance in 1 Peter
2:9-10: “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, God’s special possession.” Given that this chapter
returns to the same theme and language, 1 Peter 2:9-10
again guides the application: the Church is the chosen
people, the royal priesthood, the holy nation, God’s special
possession.
Rather than merely repeat the application, though, both
passages extend it. For 1 Peter, as for Deuteronomy, the
covenantal relationship with God entails reciprocal
commitments. Immediately after identifying the Church as
God’s special people, the apostle continues: “Abstain from
sinful desires, which wage war against your soul” (1 Peter
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2:11). God has committed himself in covenant, showing
grace toward us. He calls us to respond in covenant, living
in holiness before him.
Notably, the death of Christ for us does not reduce, but
reinforces, our obligation to reciprocate with holiness:
For you know that it was not with perishable things such
as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty
way of life handed down to you from your ancestors, but
with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish
or defect.
Therefore, “just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all
you do” (1 Peter 1:17-19).

“’The Lord has declared this day that you
are his people, his treasured possession as
he promised, and that you are to keep all
his commands’” (26:18).
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DAY 29

BLESSING OR CURSE
Deuteronomy 27
The initial overview of the Law, chapters 5-11, ended with a
three-part conclusion: (a) blessings for obedience, and
curses for disobedience; (b) a directive, once in the land, to
chant the blessings and curses antiphonally from atop
Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, respectively; and, (c) the
command to obey all the Laws of Deuteronomy in the new
land (11:26-32).
The later elaboration of the Law, chapters 12-28, ends here
with the same three-part conclusion, in reverse order
(‘chiasm’): (c’) the obligation to obey the whole Law
(27:9-10); (b’) a directive, once in the land, to chant the
blessings and curses antiphonally from atop Mount Gerizim
and Mount Ebal (27:11-13); and, (a’) blessings for obedience,
and curses for disobedience (27:14-28:68).
While chapters 27-28 form a unit, due to space constraints,
today’s reading covers chapter 27, and tomorrow’s, chapter
28.
What God said to them. Deuteronomy has repeatedly called
for grace to be reciprocated with worship and obedience. It
does so again, as the body of the book draws to a close.
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When Israel crosses the Jordan River into the fertile
Promised Land, they are to write the Law on large, plastered
stones (stated three times in seven verses). They are to
build an altar, then make burnt oﬀerings for God, and
fellowship oﬀerings for sharing together (verses 1-8). They
are to obey the Law in gratitude for God choosing them to
be his special people (verses 9-10). In a public ceremony,
they are to proclaim its requirements liturgically and
antiphonally, with one group on Mount Gerizim announcing
blessings for obedience; the other, on Mount Ebal,
announcing curses for disobedience (verses 11-13).
In the remainder of the chapter, the Levites recite various
sins that result in divine curse. The content and order are
striking. In keeping with the Ten Commandments, idolatry
comes first, followed immediately by dishonoring parents.
Reflecting the divine allotment of the land, moving
boundary markers is a serious oﬀense. Economic sins
against the disabled, immigrants, fatherless, and widows
are also condemned. Then follows an array of sexual sins.
Only then does murder appear. In summary, cursed is
anyone who does not follow the Law as a whole. The people
are to concur with each curse, responding, ‘Amen!’ (verses
14-26).

What God is saying to us. The God of grace not only
blesses, he also curses. In this instance, he graciously
grants Israel the fertile Promised Land, and chooses them to
be his special people. In response, he requires that they
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obey his Law, and warns of dire consequences if they do
not. The remainder of the Old Testament is largely a history
of persistent disobedience, ending in their curse and exile
from the land. Remarkably, however, God does not revoke
their status as his special people. After seventy years, he
brings them back to Palestine. Although, once back, they
still do not faithfully worship and obey him.
The apostle Paul draws on the final verse of this chapter in
order to set up the gospel, as problem-solution. “All who
rely on the works of the law are under a curse, as it is
written: ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do
everything written in the Book of the Law’” (Galatians 3:10
citing Deuteronomy 27:26). Yet God does not abandon his
people, for, the apostle continues, “Christ redeemed us
from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for
us” (Galatians 3:13). As he dies on the cross, Christ takes our
curse upon himself, atoning for our sin.
It is not always noticed, though, that the problem of
disobedience does not end with Christ bearing its curse.
Deuteronomy 27 highlights certain behaviors as provoking
curse: idolatry, family abuse, theft, exploitation of the
disabled and immigrant, neglect of the orphaned and
widowed, sexual sins, and murder. Similarly, even after the
atoning work of Christ, the apostle Paul lists a range of sins
and concludes: “Those who live like this will not inherit the
kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:21).
Consequently, Paul observes, Christ does more than bear
the curse, he also removes its cause. He gives his Spirit to
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transform his people, so that they live for God: “Walk by the
Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the
flesh” (Galatians 5:16).
This is a crucial diﬀerence between Deuteronomy and the
gospel: not that we can now sin with impunity because
Christ has died to remove the curse, but that we can now
live in obedience to God because his Spirit transforms us.
“Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh will reap
destruction; whoever sows to please the Spirit, from the
Spirit will reap eternal life” (Galatians 6:8).

“’Cursed is anyone who does not uphold
the words of this law by carrying them
out’” (27:26).
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DAY 30

THE CONSEQUENCES OF
OBEDIENCE AND DISOBEDIENCE
Deuteronomy 28
While the content and emphasis of this chapter may be
jarring to contemporary readers, ancient suzerainty treaties
typically concluded with a list of benefits the vassal would
receive if faithful, and the punishments they would suﬀer if
unfaithful. Of course, the list is here not simply because it
fits the literary format and metaphor, but because it fits the
nature of God.
What God said to them. Structurally and thematically, this
chapter is carefully and clearly organized. Structurally,
verses 1-2 and 15 are contrasting parallels, and divide the
chapter into two parts:
If you fully obey the Lord your God and carefully follow all
his commands I give you today... All these blessings will
come on you... (verses 1-2);
However, if you do not obey the Lord your God and do
not carefully follow all his commands and decrees I am
giving you today, all these curses will come on you...
(verse 15).
Consistent with these initial verses, the first section covers
the blessings to be enjoyed by fulfilling their covenant
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obligations (verses 1-14); the second, the curses to be
suﬀered for violating their obligations (verses 15-68).
After the initial statement of theme, the second component
of each section surveys the respective blessings/curses, in
contrasting parallels (with one anomaly in order). They shall
be blessed/cursed everywhere, in cities and in the
countryside (verses 3,16). Their fertility – their families,
fields, and flocks – will be blessed/cursed (verses 4,18).
Their food supply will be blessed/cursed (verses 5,17). They
will be blessed/cursed in all their daily activities, both inside
the home and outside (verses 6,19). The language and
imagery are poetic and liturgical.
The third component of each section fleshes out the details
of the blessings/curses, with the latter more extensive, in
keeping with suzerain-vassal treaty conventions. Among the
blessings: military victories; work productivity; a special
relationship with God; international renown; fertility of
family, flocks, and fields; and, geopolitical supremacy. All
this the Lord will give them, if they are faithful to their
covenant with him (verses 7-14).
If, however, they are unfaithful, God will curse them in every
undertaking, until they are destroyed. Among the curses:
famine and drought; military defeat; disease and insanity;
invasion and plunder; exile and poverty; all because they do
not obey the Lord by keeping his commandments (verses
20-46). Enemies will invade and besiege them, consuming
their produce, and driving even the gentlest of them into
cannibalism against family members (verses 47-57).
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These curses represent the reversal of the covenant: the
Abrahamic blessings of descendants, land, and
international preeminence, will disappear as few survive,
languishing in exile, worshipping other gods, enslaved to
foreigners (verses 58-68). The main body of Deuteronomy
concludes on this somber note (verse 69).
Before turning to application, three general observations
are in order. First, for all the structural and thematic
parallels between blessings and curses, the two are
asymmetrical at one point. The curses follow, and are
merited by, disobedience; while the blessings follow, yet are
not earned by, obedience. God initiates blessing, and then
requires reciprocation. Where disobedience follows, he
curses; where obedience follows, he continues to bless.
Secondly, the curses are warnings, not determinations.
They exist to incentivize obedience. They come to pass only
when disregarded. Finally, in large measure, the blessings
and curses bring order to apprehensions surrounding the
invasion. Their destiny is determined neither by enemy
forces, nor by enemy gods, but by their own response to
the sovereign God.

What God is saying to us. In exploring the contemporary
relevance of this passage, we must guard against both overapplication and under-application. Over-application occurs
when the psychologically anxious or guilt-ridden reflexively
assume that any misfortune reflects God’s curse on their
sin. If we sin persistently and egregiously, and a series of
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calamities befall us, then it makes sense to explore whether
the hand of God is acting in judgment. (Though it may be
more expedient to side-step the theoretical question, and
simply repent and change behavior, and see whether the
calamity lifts.)
At the same time, we must guard against underinterpretation, as though God no longer curses those who
profess his name.
“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by
becoming a curse for us... in order that the blessing
given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through
Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the
promise of the Spirit” (Galatians 3:13-14).
That Spirit, as we have seen previously, transforms us so
that we no longer live in such a way as to deserve God’s
curse (Galatians 5:16-26).

“If you do not obey the Lord your God and
do not carefully follow all his commands
and decrees I am giving you today, all
these curses will come on you and overtake
you” (28:15).

DAY 31
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COVENANT RENEWAL
Deuteronomy 29-30
Like the first section of the book (chapters 5-11), the second
section ends with a recapitulation and call to commitment
(cf. 10:10-11:31). Unlike the first summary, this one expects
Israel to fail, though their failure will not be final.
What God said to them. The key elements of a suzerainvassal treaty reappear here: historical prologue, parties,
stipulations, blessings and curses, and call to decision.
The treaty format typically begins with an historical
prologue, summarizing the benefits that the suzerain has
provided the vassal. This prologue reviews three major
benefits that God has bestowed on Israel: deliverance from
Egypt, preservation through the wilderness, and possession
of land east of the Jordan (29:2-8).
The second paragraph lists the parties to the covenant, and
its central thrust. The participants include all those affiliated
with Israel: its leaders; the men, women, and children;
foreign laborers; and, future generations. The essence of
the covenant is encapsulated in committed relationship:
they will be God’s people, and he will be their God (29:9-15).
In this summary statement of the covenant, the stipulation –
the obedience required – is abbreviated and singular: to
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worship the Lord alone, shunning all other gods and idols
(29:16-18).
The list of covenant blessings and curses skews strongly
toward the latter. Israel will presume upon God’s grace, and
worship other gods. Consequently, he will bring disaster
upon both them and the land, sending them into exile
(29:19-29). Nonetheless, if their descendants repent and
recommit, God will restore them both to the land and to
prosperity. He will circumcise their hearts so that they love
him and live for him (30:1-10).
The covenant summary draws toward a close with a call to
commitment. Its stipulations are attainable and accessible.
The alternatives are stark: life and prosperity in the land for
those who love and obey God; death and destruction in
exile for those who reject and disobey (30:11-18).
Suzerain-vassal treaties typically cite witnesses. Heaven and
earth are the witnesses to this covenant. "Choose life,"
Moses appeals; "Choose the Lord, so that your descendants
may live long and well in the land that God promised your
forefathers" (30:19-20).

What God is saying to us. In Romans 10, the apostle Paul
use this passage, and particularly its call to commitment,
when appealing for faith in Christ. His use highlights some
of the continuity and discontinuity between Old Covenant
and New.
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Moses depicts obedience to the Law as the decisive
indicator of love for God: “Obey the Lord your God and
keep his commands and decrees that are written in this
Book of the Law and turn to the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul” (Deuteronomy 30:10). For Paul,
the critical indicator is faith in Christ: “Christ is the
culmination of the law so that there may be righteousness
for everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4).
Moses characterizes the Law as both attainable and
accessible:
Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult
for you or beyond your reach. It is not up in heaven, so
that you have to ask, "Who will ascend into heaven to get
it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?" Nor is it
beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, "Who will cross
the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey
it?" No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and
in your heart so you may obey it (Deuteronomy 30:11-14).
Paul applies that language and characterization to his
gospel message:
The righteousness that is by faith says: "Do not say in
your heart, 'Who will ascend into heaven?' (that is, to
bring Christ down) or 'Who will descend into the
deep?' (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead)." But
what does it say? "The word is near you; it is in your
mouth and in your heart," that is, the message
concerning faith that we proclaim: If you declare with
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your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that
God raised him from the dead, you will be saved (Romans
10:5-9).
For both Moses and Paul, salvation requires devotion to
God. For Moses, devotion is measured by scrupulous
observance of the Law. For Paul, by faith in Christ. Both
affirm that the means of salvation – whether Law and
obedience, or gospel and faith – are accessible and
attainable. Where they diﬀer is that Paul portrays the Law as
powerless to transform sinful human beings so that they
love and obey God. This Christ does, by dying for us and
giving his Spirit to transform us (Romans 7:13-8:11).

“'I have set before you life and death,
blessings and curses. Now choose life'”
(30:19).
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DAY 32

WHEN MOSES DIES, WILL
GOD ABANDON ISRAEL?
Deuteronomy 31:1-29
Moses has led Israel through two generations, beginning
with the exodus from Egypt, through rebellion in the
wilderness, and now to the borders of the Promised Land.
His impending death poses a greater crisis than merely the
loss of leadership. Moses has been God’s anointed, his
spokesman and representative, and the conduit of his
presence and forgiveness. With him dying, Israel risks losing
access to God. What will happen to them?
What God said to them. This section properly encompasses
the entirety of chapters 31-32. In chapter 31, God tells
Moses to write down a song for the nation (31:19,22). The
song lyrics comprise most of chapter 32. Yet each chapter
is substantial, so it is more manageable to separate them
into two readings over two days.
Chapter 31 comprises four parts in an ABA’B’ pattern
(synonymous parallelism). Units A and A’ describe Joshua’s
commissioning. Units B and B’ report a seemingly
independent event, Moses writing down the Law and
handing it oﬀ for the Levites to administer. The repeated
juxtaposition signals that the two pairs are mutually
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interpreting, and both address the central issue of the
passage: When Moses dies, will God abandon Israel?
A (verses 1-8): At 120, Moses is too old to lead Israel into the
Promised Land. But while Moses will not ‘cross’ the Jordan,
God will ‘cross’ over ahead of them. Joshua, too, will ‘cross’
over ahead of them. The three-fold repetition correlates
problem and solution: God will continue with them, and
Joshua will replace Moses. God conquered the city-states
east of the Jordan; he will now conquer those to its west.
Israel is to be strong and courageous, because God goes
‘with’ them; he will 'never leave them nor forsake
them' (verses 1-6). Similarly, Joshua is to be strong and
courageous, because the Lord will be ‘with’ him, and will
'never leave him nor forsake him' (verses 7-8).
B (verses 9-13): Moses records the Law of Deuteronomy, and
gives it to the priests to administer. Every seventh year,
during the Feast of Tabernacles, when Israel
commemorates the double grace of deliverance from Egypt
and abundant annual harvests, the priests are to read the
Law publicly. This reminds the people of their obligation to
worship and obey God, to ensure long residence in the
land.
A’ (verses 14-23): With Moses’ death approaching, he and
Joshua present themselves at the tabernacle. God first
addresses Moses, anticipating that Israel will soon ‘forsake’
him. In response, God will ‘forsake’ them. When disasters
befall, they will realize that he is no longer ‘with’ them.
Moses is to teach Israel a song whose lyrics will testify
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against them. Through it all, Joshua is to remain strong and
courageous, for God will be ‘with’ him.
B’ (verses 24-29): Moses writes down the Law and
commands the Levites to place it in the tabernacle holy
place, beside the ark of the covenant. Like the song, the
Law testifies against Israel, blaming their apostasy for the
disasters that will befall them.
With the death of the anointed prophet Moses, will God also
depart? The answer is two-fold: no, and yes. No, God will
not leave Israel when Moses dies; the Lord will remain with
them, and Joshua will replace Moses. At the same time, yes,
they will eventually lose God’s presence and help, not
because of Moses’ absence, but because they persistently
fail to obey the Law. When they forsake God, he will forsake
them. They forfeit the presence of God not because Moses
leaves them, but because they leave God.

What God is saying to us. God’s promise that he would
neither leave nor forsake Israel becomes an anchor – and a
prayer – for future generations. After Moses’ death, God
renews the promise to Joshua (Joshua 1:5,8). Later, at the
dedication of the temple, Solomon incorporates the
sentiment in his prayer (1 Kings 8:57).
Jesus develops a variation on this theme in the postresurrection commissioning of his disciples: “I am with you
always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).
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Hebrews quotes the promise, applying it particularly to
financial anxiety and greed: we need not pursue money,
because God has promised never to leave or forsake us
(Hebrews 13:5 citing Deuteronomy 31:6,8).
At the same time, we do well to recall the corollary: God will
always be with us, and never leave or forsake us ... unless
we forsake him. That was a crucial qualification in the
original promise. As God anticipated, Israel did forsake him,
so he forsook them. If we treat him similarly, he may
reciprocate (cf. Hebrews 10:19-31).

“'They will forsake me and break the
covenant I made with them. And in that day
I will become angry with them and forsake
them'” (31:16b-17a).
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DAY 33

A SONG OF JUDGMENT
Deuteronomy 31:30-32:52
This is the second ‘Song of Moses’ (31:30). Immediately
after the escape from Egypt, a song of victory celebrated
God as warrior, sovereign over all nations, fighting for Israel
against Pharaoh and Egypt (Exodus 15). A repetition of that
message would be welcome reassurance as Israel heads
into battle over the land of Canaan.
Instead, this second song sends a grim warning, albeit a
necessary one. God has already demonstrated his power
and faithfulness. Now the weight of responsibility rests on
Israel to respond faithfully. Moses anticipates that they will
fail. Consequently, the warrior God will take up arms again,
this time against them! Yet, after he has wounded, he will
heal.
What God said to them. The song begins with a summary
indictment of Israel for violating the covenant. As witnesses,
Moses calls heaven and earth (merism for the entirety of
creation). He likens the song to a soft rain on young plants:
despite its severe threat, and its violent metaphors, the
song intends a beneficial eﬀect. The summary affirms the
faithfulness of God, and accuses Israel of unfaithfulness
(32:1-6).
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The remainder of the song expands the indictment, in five
parts. First, God’s faithfulness to Israel is evident in three
pivotal events. When he distributed the earth among the
various peoples, and assigned them guardian angels, he
chose Israel for himself (32:7-9). He later nurtured them
through the barren wilderness (32:10-12). Most recently, he
provided fertile land to the tribes east of the Jordan
(32:13-14). He has been gracious and faithful to Israel.
Instead of reciprocating, Israel abandons their proper God,
and worships foreign deities and idols. They desert the God
who birthed them (32:15-18).
In response, God punishes them. They exchange him for
other gods, so he exchanges them for other peoples. He
sends a catalogue of calamities upon them: famine,
pestilence, plague, and war. Israel deserves to be entirely
destroyed, except that the nations would misconstrue that
as evidence of God’s impotence to protect his own
(32:19-27).
Israel is insensible to the message of the disasters. They fail
to perceive the defeats and misfortunes as signs of God’s
judgment on their sin. So the suﬀering fails in its
rehabilitative purpose (32:28-35).
Since Israel lacks the sense to repent, their survival
depends on God’s mercy. When they are on the verge of
destruction, he intervenes to rescue them. He takes
vengeance against their enemies, and makes atonement for
his people (32:36-43).
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Preparing for the imminent change in leadership, Moses
brings Joshua with him to recite the song to the people. Its
moral: obey the Law; these are not idle words, but are the
means to long life in the land (32:44-47).
As poignant proof of the correlation between obedience
and life in the land, the chapter ends with God summoning
Moses to climb Mount Nebo, see the land in the distance,
and die, in punishment for a single act of disobedience in
the wilderness (32:48-52 cf. Numbers 20:1-13).
The tenor of this song is in marked contrast with the only
other song attributed to Moses. In Exodus 15, he led the
nation in praise to God for his victory over Egypt, for the
deliverance from slavery and through the Red Sea. This
omnipotent God is not a docile patron deity who does
man’s bidding. He is a mighty lord who initiates grace and
requires reciprocation in the context of covenant
relationship. Instead, Israel abandons God, and
consequently suﬀers his judgment.

What God is saying to us. On the surface, the purpose of
the song is to warn Israel against worshipping the gods of
the surrounding peoples. At a deeper level, the song
anticipates and explains Israel’s subsequent disastrous
history, and sets out the path to restoration. Centuries later,
Israel would suﬀer conquest and exile, interpreted here as
punishment for their failure to worship God and obey his
Law. The corresponding promise was that God would
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rescue them from the brink of destruction, and restore
them to the land. He did both.
This passage provides the apostle Paul a framework for
interpreting God’s work in Christ, and our era of salvationhistory. In fulfillment of this song, God is making Israel
“’envious by those who are not a nation ... angry by a nation
that has no understanding’” (Romans 10:19; 11:11-16 cf.
Deuteronomy 32:21). By welcoming gentiles among his
people, God intends to provoke Israel to repent. Once the
full number of gentiles has come in, Israel will return to
God, and all his people will be saved (Romans 11:25-32).

“’They made me jealous by what is no god,
and angered me with their worthless idols.
I will make them envious by those who are
not a people; I will make them angry by a
nation that has no understanding’” (32:21).
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DAY 34

BLESSINGS ON THE
TWELVE ELEVEN TRIBES
Deuteronomy 33
The limits of this passage are clear. In the preceding verses,
God sends Moses up Mount Nebo in Moab, to see the land
and die (32:48-52). In the subsequent verses, Moses climbs
Mount Nebo, sees the land, and dies (34:1-8).
The context is relevant in two other respects. Within the
broader context of the Pentateuch, this passage recalls
Jacob’s blessing of his twelve sons, the patriarchs, at the
end of Genesis (Genesis 49). Now, Moses blesses the twelve
tribes, the descendants of the patriarchs. The message is
loud and clear: God has fulfilled the first Abrahamic
promise, descendants: twelve men have become twelve
tribes. This carries weight as the tribes prepare to invade
Canaan in the hopes that God will fulfill the second
Abrahamic promise, land.
The immediate context conveys another message. The song
of Deuteronomy 32 indicted Israel for failing to worship and
obey God. As a result, it focused on curses. Even Moses
would be punished for disobedience. Only a few verses
toward the end held out hope for a distant forgiveness and
restoration. Rather than end on such a dismal note, with
God as punitive, chapter 33 appends his default response
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as blessing, with hopeful promises that issue from it.
Provided that Israel reciprocate his grace with worship and
obedience.
What God said to them. The bulk of this chapter consists of
blessings on the clans of Israel. Yet these blessings are set
within an important context. The chapter begins with a
portrait of God as cosmic ruler, descending upon Sinai with
thousands of angels, motivated by love, to give his people
the Law (verses 15).The chapter ends with a portrait of God
as cosmic warrior, come to bless Israel with security and
prosperity (verses 26-29). The detailed blessings on the
tribes of Israel are imbedded within this portrait of God as
gracious suzerain, with Israel required to reciprocate by
obeying his Law.
With regard to the specific blessings, three features are
conspicuous. First, while there were originally twelve
patriarchs and tribes, only eleven tribes are listed: Simeon
and his descendants are omitted. The detail is worth noting,
even if it is not interpretatively significant, but simply
reflects the historic reality that the clan of Simeon and its
land soon merge with Judah (cf. Judges 5).
Secondly, the language is poetic, allusive, and succinct,
rather than detailed and specific. That God promises
blessing is evident. The exact content of the blessing is not
so clear, in most cases.
Thirdly, the patriarchs and clans are listed several times in
the Pentateuch, in varying order, generally reflecting the
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occasion (cf. Genesis 29-30,49; Numbers 1,26). In this case,
the ordering is largely geographical, south to north,
reflecting the progress of the impending invasion.
Of the individual blessings, only two are substantial.
Notably, these are not the same two that were prominent in
Jacob’s blessing of his sons in Genesis 49. There, Judah and
Joseph received special treatment, likely reflecting the
future division of the nation in two parts, with Judah
preeminent in the south, and Joseph’s descendants,
Ephraim and Manasseh, in the north.
Here, special attention falls on Levi and Joseph. The focus
on Levi makes obvious sense in this book, which highlights
the function of priests, descendants of Levi. These verses
commend their role in providing guidance to individuals,
enforcing holiness (cf. Exodus 32:25-29 cf. 17:1-7), teaching
the Law, and oﬀering sacrifice (verses 8-11). The focus on
Joseph promises his clans abundant harvests, and military
prowess. These promises reflect the clans’ importance in
future national and political developments, particularly in
the northern half of the country (verses 13-17). (The reason
for passing briefly over Judah – the lineage of the Davidic
monarch – is less apparent.)

What God is saying to us. To some extent, the thrust of this
chapter is consistent with the message of the entire book:
God initiates grace in the context of relationship, which
entails reciprocation. Often today, grace is thought to entail
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only divine generosity, with reciprocation appropriate, but
optional. Irresponsibility plays no better in the New
Testament than in Deuteronomy 33.
In another respect, this chapter oﬀsets its predecessor.
According to chapter 32, when God’s people do not
respond with exclusive worship and careful obedience, he
sends curses on them, partly as punishment, and partly to
motivate repentance. But curse is neither his first instinct,
nor his last word. Rather, his baseline is to bless. Thus,
chapter 33 captures his default response, and chapter 32,
his reaction under provocation.
God can be goaded into judging, but his first instinct is to
bless. This is most evident in Christ, who took our judgment
upon himself, in the eﬀort to secure his blessing for us.

“’Blessed are you, Israel! Who is like you, a
people saved by the Lord?’” (33:29).
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DAY 35

THE END OF ONE ERA; THE
BEGINNING OF ANOTHER
Deuteronomy 34
With this passage, the book of Deuteronomy comes to an
end, along with the Pentateuch. As the first stage in Israel’s
history closes, this passage gives an update on the purpose
and promises of God, and on the life and career of Moses.
What God said to them. The passage consists of three
parts: Moses sees the Promised Land, leadership transitions
from Moses to Joshua, and the narrator assesses Moses’
overall ministry. Three features are prominent.
First, the passage updates the Abrahamic promises of
descendants and land: “The Lord said to [Moses], ’This is
the land I promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
when I said, “I will give it to your descendants.”’” Moses
then surveys the land in the distance, moving from north to
west to south. God promised to give the land to Abraham’s
descendants. So far, their descendants have proliferated.
Now the land is in sight (verses 1-4 cf. 1:8).
Secondly, leadership transitions from Moses to Joshua. ‘He’
– likely the Lord, since no one knows where the grave is –
buries Moses. The people grieve for thirty days, the
standard period for a state funeral. Joshua is equipped for
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his new role because Moses previously laid hands on him,
imparting a spirit of wisdom. The people accept his
leadership, and obey the Law of Moses, at least initially
(verses 5-9 cf. 31:14-23; Numbers 27:12-23).
Thirdly, this passage provides a high-level assessment of
Moses. The evaluation holds two sentiments in tension. On
the one hand, Moses sinned, publicly breaking faith with
God, and failing to respect his authority. For this reason, he
is not allowed to enter the land, but may only see it from a
distance (verse 4b cf. 1:37; 32:52). He is not even buried in
the land, as Joseph was (verses 5-6 cf. 32:51-52; Genesis
49:29-32; Joshua 24:32).
On the other hand, he is ‘the man of God’ (33:1) and ‘the
servant of the Lord’, a prophet without rival, not only
knowing God but also known by God. He performs
spectacular signs and wonders in Egypt, and powerful
deeds in the wilderness, language that Deuteronomy
otherwise uses to describe the works of God himself (verses
5,10-12 cf. 4:24).
Structurally, the first and third features form an inclusion
between the opening and closing chapters, encasing the
book (34:1-4 cf. 1:8,37). God blesses his people, giving them
a national homeland (34:4a cf. 1:8). God punishes their sin,
delaying entrance into the land until the first generation
dies, Moses included (34:4b cf. 1:37). This sends an urgent
message: unrivaled in spiritual power and in intimacy with
God, deliverer of Israel from Egypt and through the
wilderness, central character in four foundational books of
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the Bible, Moses nonetheless suﬀers significant and lasting
consequences in punishment for his disobedience.

What God is saying to us. This passage applies in two
directions. The lesser, moralistic direction takes from Moses
the lesson that we are all sinners, rightly under divine
punishment. Moses was the servant of the Lord, and a
prophet without parallel, with the spirit of wisdom, whom
God knew intimately. With signs and wonders, he delivered
Israel from Egypt. With mighty power and awesome deeds,
he led Israel through the wilderness. Yet despite his spiritual
character and ministry power, he broke faith with God in
front of the people. Moses is the best of us, yet he sins to
the extent that God punishes him decisively. If this is true of
him, how much more, of us.
Yet from the vantage point of Scripture, this moral is nearly
pedestrian. It is not properly the main application of this
text. Instead, the text points us to Christ, the greater than
Moses.
The Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of John, the book of
Acts, the letters of Paul, the homily of Hebrews: all cite
Moses to introduce the one greater than he. Like Moses,
Jesus performs signs and wonders in the Gospels. Through
Jesus comes a righteousness unobtainable under the Law
of Moses (Acts 13:39). Alluding to Deuteronomy’s
characterization of Moses as ‘the servant’ of God, the
author of Hebrews contrasts him with Jesus, the ’Son’ of
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God (Hebrews 3:1-6). Jesus’ superiority includes the core
aspects of this chapter, not least among them, sinlessness
(Hebrews 4:15). Consequently, he is “worthy of greater
honor than Moses” (Hebrews 3:1).

“Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel
like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to
face, who did all those signs and wonders
the Lord sent him to do in Egypt—to
Pharaoh and to all his officials and to his
whole land. For no one has ever shown the
mighty power or performed the awesome
deeds that Moses did in the sight of all
Israel” (34:10-12).
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