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Deuteronomy

As was the Hebrew custom, the fifth book of the Pentateuch originally derived its name from its opening words. It was called Haddebharim, or “The Words”. This title comes from the first verse, which says, “These be the words which Moses spake unto all Israel on this side Jordan…”

Our English title, Deuteronomy, comes again from the Septuagint, and is made up of two Greek words, deuteros (second), and nomos (law). This title reflects the fact that much of the Law is repeated a second time in Deuteronomy.

Deuteronomy is a transitional book that bridges the wilderness wanderings of Numbers with the Canaan crusade of Joshua. It is not a historical narrative, but rather a record of Moses’ final addresses and instructions to the people.

“Basically, Deuteronomy is a record of the three last speeches Moses gave to the nation of Israel as they stood across the Jordan, preparing to enter the Promised Land. Scholars say that the book was written in the form of a treaty or a covenant: it begins with a historical prologue, it then lays out the stipulations or laws to be kept by the people, and it concludes with a list of blessings and curses that will accrue to the people according to their obedience or disobedience.”

-Mark Dever

“The central message of Deuteronomy…is the Divine faithfulness…Despite the heart-rending perversities of Israel in the past, Jehovah has been, and ever will be, faithful to His promises, His purposes, and His people.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

“Forty years earlier the nation had been on the border of the land, but because of unbelief and disobedience the people were not allowed to enter. This time they had to tarry on the banks of the Jordan until they learned this one lesson: They must obey their God.”

-Irving Jensen

The key verse in Deuteronomy might well be 6:23: “And he brought us out from thence, that he might bring us in, to give us the land which he sware unto our fathers.”

“[Deuteronomy] is not just a mere recapitulation of the Law, nor a verbatim report, but something deeper. It has been said that it reviews the past with its eyes on the future.”

-C.W. Slemming

While a much broader outline of Deuteronomy could certainly be given, it can be studied in two simple divisions. First of all, in Deuteronomy we have:

I. THE ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​PAST THAT AFFIRMED ISRAEL

While there are occasional references to the future, much of the first eleven chapters of Deuteronomy are retrospective, and point Israel to their testimony of their past.

Most of the Pentateuch has been taken up with the telling of this story, so much of it repetitious to the reader, but it must be remembered that when Moses originally spoke these words, he talking to a generation that had grown up in the wilderness, and was not as familiar with what God had done for their nation.

As Moses recounted their story, he reminded them of:


A. The Lord that had guided them

Standing on the plains of  Moab, Moses reviewed the story of Israel, and how God had brought them out as unworthy slaves, led them to the edge of the promised land, endured their disobedience in the wilderness, and brought them back again to the place He had swore to the children of Israel.

The first four chapters are taken up with this historical account. In chapter four, Moses says, “For ask now of the days that are past, which were before thee, since the day that God created man upon the earth, and ask from the one side of heaven unto the other, whether there hath been any such thing as this great thing is, or hath been heard like it (4:32)?”

Moses used the amazing past of Israel to point them to the fact that only God, the one true God, could have brought them to where they were. Their story was one that testified to God’s grace, guidance, and glory.

“As you turn and survey the good things in your past, you may well feel gratitude. Yet if you feel even a trace of pride, you have not really understood what God has done for you or who you are. As you consider the good things in your life, you must attribute them to God’s hand. Every blessing comes from a sovereign God.”
 

-Mark Dever

As Israel was encouraged and challenged by their past, Moses not only pointed them to the Lord that had guided them, but also to:


B. The law that had governed them

As our title indicates, Deuteronomy contains a second giving of the Law of God. Much of this book is taken up with Moses reminding and instructing the people regarding the moral, civil, and spiritual laws of God.

Beginning in chapter five, Moses deals with issues such as responsibility to God, family, and the community. Sprinkled throughout this reiteration of the Law, Moses reminds this new generation of the failures of the past, and the obedience that was required from them by God.

“In Deuteronomy we have a second giving of the Law, or, rather, a new expounding of it to the new generation of Israel…Deuteronomy is not the giving of a new Law, but an explication [explanation] of that which was already given.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Before Moses instructs the people about the new land, he first reminds them of the old life. The past is valuable in that it holds the story of God’s providence over our lives. Israel was affirmed about the entrance into Canaan by remembering their exit from Egypt, and the God who was behind it all.

In Deuteronomy we find not only the past that affirmed Israel, but we find also:

II. THE PROMISE THAT AWAITED ISRAEL

As has been already stated, Deuteronomy is a transition book. Moses is preparing Israel for its transition from wanderers to warriors. God had promised Canaan to His people, and now, they must be prepared for life in that land of promise.

In chapter 11, verse 31, Moses says to the people, “For ye shall pass over Jordan to go in to possess the land which the LORD your God giveth you, and ye shall possess it, and dwell therein.”

God had brought Israel out of Egypt, through the wilderness, and now it was time for God to bring His people into Canaan. Moses spoke to Israel about the Promised Land that waited just ahead of them, and he told them that it was to be:


A. A place of regulation

Immediately following verse 31 in chapter 11, Moses adds these words, “And ye shall observe to do all the statutes and judgments which I set before you this day.”

Though Israel was free from the oppression of Egypt, they were not free from their obligations to God. His Law had governed them in the wilderness, and it would govern them as well in the land of Canaan.

Beginning in chapter 12, Moses continues to lay out instructions for Israel, much as he had in the previous chapters. Now, however, the injunctions seem to be related more specifically to their life on the other side of the Jordan.

Moses gives them, among others, laws for worship in Canaan, prohibitions against idolatry, food restrictions, laws of tithing, debts and debtors, feasts, and standards of justice and judgment.

These instructions and regulations carry on through to chapter 27. Clearly, Moses wanted the people to understand the importance and place of God’s Word in their lives. Their new life in the land was to be lived in accordance with the old laws of God.

“Moses, the lawgiver, was about to leave them; so he gathered his beloved people around him for the last time and delivered his farewell address…”

-C.W. Slemming

In pointing Israel to its long-awaited future, Moses not only told the people that it was to be a place of regulation, but also:


B. A place of relationship

Chapter 26 includes a couple of very important verses regarding Israel’s future. In verses 17 and 18, Moses says to the people, “Thou hast avouched the LORD this day to be thy God, and to walk in his ways, and to keep his statutes, and his commandments, and his judgments, and to hearken unto his voice: And the LORD hath avouched thee this day to be his peculiar people, as he hath promised thee, and that thou shouldest keep all his commandments.”

From chapter 27 to 30, Moses recounts the ratification of the covenant between Israel and their God. In this process, the blessings of obedience and the cursings of disobedience are read, and the people verbally and visibly agree to them.

What is portrayed is the willing entrance of a people into a covenant relationship with their God. Canaan was to be a place in which God and His abided together in a relationship of blessing and obedience.

Israel’s victory and success in Canaan hinged upon their relationship to their God. Their military might, organization, and even their leadership, were secondary in importance to their covenant relationship with their God.

The book of Deuteronomy closes with Moses’ resignation, and appointment of Joshua. In chapter 31, His last words of exhortation are found, and in chapter 32 he sings a final song of praise unto the Lord. An appendix to Moses’ record is added in chapter 34, where we read of his death.

There is much in Deuteronomy that is repetitive. The accounts of Israel’s journey, the giving of the Law, the exhortations of Moses are all things we have seen before in the Pentateuch. Yet, Deuteronomy is distinct and unique. It is a pause for reflection as well as preface for advancement. “The book has two keywords – ‘Remember’, which belongs to the past, and ‘Obey’, which relates to the future.”
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