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This fifth and final book of the Pentateuch, referred by rabbis as the Book of Exhortations (though the Hebrew title is simply “Words”), provides a nice review and a solid encouragement to the people of God as they enter into God’s promises.
Review, Review, Review

If you missed the story from Exodus to Number, Deuteronomy gives you the whole story in quick and important rehash.  All the important moments are – The Ten Commandments, the Golden Calf, the failure at Kadesh Barnea, the destruction of the peoples of the Jordan.  This is one of the reasons why the authorship of Deuteronomy is in question for many.  Why would the people of the Exodus need another book to tell them what they have already heard?  After all, paper isn’t cheap!  For this reason some believe that Deuteronomy was put together by the priests in the days of Josiah (621 BC) and that the whole thing is a fraud. 

In fact, there is reason for attributing this to the time of the Exodus, as the book may have served as a last will and testament of Moses as he prepares to hand over leadership to Joshua and the generation that followed the ones that failed at the doorstep of the Promised Land.  We do know however that at least some of the book is not of Moses’ own hand…unless he wrote from the grave.  

Given the focus on review of material covered earlier, this is a good opportunity to focus on the few items that are not part of the earlier books.

The Shema
Perhaps no other part of this book is as important to the Jewish heart and mind (including Jesus’ own) than Deuteronomy 6:4-6.  

	

	In an undertone:
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Barukh Shem k'vod malkhuto l'olam va-ed
Blessed be the Name of His glorious kingdom for ever and ever
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V-ahavta et Adonai Elohecha b-chol l'vavcha u-v-chol naf'sh'cha u-v-chol m'odecha.
And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.


These words form the “National Anthem” and “Pledge of Allegiance” of the Jewish people.  They affirm of Yahweh both his greatness and the people’s call to not just obey (which we will talk about shortly) but to love God.  Again, think about the profound implications of this prayer in the setting of the ancient Hebrews:

1) That God (Yahweh) is the true God and the only God (monotheism)

2) That loving God is the call of the people, not merely obedience or ritual tribute

3) That loving God is something that claims your whole being – heart, soul and might.

The call to be the people of God then is to love God with all of one’s own being and to understand that nothing: not idols, wealth, power or any other substance – is God.  As I have mentioned before, this is the great trouble that Israel runs into throughout its history.  They fall into idolatry, worshipping a Golden Calf and Baal even before they enter the Promised Land.  In the Promised Land they offer sacrifices but not love to Yahweh and soon go chasing after other gods and ascribing Yahweh’s name to the character and statues of Baal, Asherah and other deities of the surrounding peoples.  As simple a prayer as this passages is…it seems to be much harder than it looks at first glance.

More Obedience 

If there is one constant subtext in Deuteronomy, it is obedience. We see this in the end of the book and in the beginning, especially Chapter 4:

Hear now, O Israel, 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 that the LORD, the God of your fathers, is giving you 

One of the things that Israel forgot, again it seems even before they entered the Promised Land, is that the promises of God, while sure and firm, do not come to the people just because they are “good people.”  In fact, obedience is tied to the promise.
This raises questions for those of us of the “saved by grace” community.  Does this mean that we do in fact “earn” our own salvation? Of course not (or as Paul says in Romans, me egeneto)!  This is true of Israel as well, as shown in Deuteronomy 7:7-10:

The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples.  ﻿8﻿ But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt.  ﻿9﻿ Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands.  ﻿10﻿ But  those who hate him he will repay to their face by destruction; he will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate him. 

What we see above is not a judicial or contract orientation…rather we see a relational one.  Israel is loved not because they are great…but because they are small.  God loves Israel and wants to be in relationship with the people.  However, those who hate God should not count on God protecting them.  Those who disobey God, who choose the ways of death instead of the ways of life…they should not count on God preserving them. 

Obedience is, from God’s point of view and from the way we were created, not an action but a lack of action…it is moving in the current of God’s love.  Disobedience is the action of rebellion.  It is rejecting God’s ways and choosing the ways of the rule of self.  Therefore, being the people of God is not about setting up our own rule and then asking God to validate it (something that we as Christians are just as guilty of as the Hebrews), rather it is loving and obeying God and living in this kingdom his way.  That is the central message of Deuteronomy and the calling to all the people of God from the time of Moses til now.

Blessings, Curses, and the Love of God 

Deuteronomy reminds the people of God that following God means blessing and rebelling against God means curses.  And yet…isn’t there a sense that this makes God some type of needy creature, only giving treats when the people do what he says (like a bad Pavlov’s dog experiment) and just waiting to crush them when they go awry?  That is certainly not the way that Moses saw it.  Some of the calling of blessings and curses show a natural sowing and reaping orientation.

But other of the blessings and curses, especially those in Chapter 28, fall under the “action of God.”  This means that following the commands of God can and will bring blessings (is this a prosperity Gospel) and that when the people disobey God he will, in some instances, come and intervene negatively in the people’s lives.  This is something that the prophets pointed at in their day, when they said that Yahweh would do “ra-ah” which is the Hebrew word for evil (though most English Bibles translate it calamity as in 2 Samuel 12:11).  God does act to discipline his children, for God has the long-term approach.  To allow disobedience (and it is almost always long-term disobedience) to continue without censure or penalty would to be not a loving God but a sentimental God.  That kind of God is nice, but he is hardly just and he is hardly able to promise and bring about a life that has justice, love, compassion, and holiness at its center. The cursing in Deuteronomy, as elsewhere in the Bible, is oriented towards repentance, towards justice, and towards a way of life.

In the same way, the blessings promised are sometimes the direct action of God (think of the Widow of Zarephath and he never-ending flour).  Does this mean that if with just obey God we will get “our hearts desire”?  Well, that is more than the text says, and let us be clear, those who disobey Yahweh God sometimes get their hearts desire (think of the writer of Ecclesiastes and his complaints about the rich unrighteous man).  Thinking of God as a giant slot-machine again fails to understand that the orientation is towards relationship, not towards a strict legal, “I did A and B, you must do C” operation.  If that were the case, God would have no need of relationship, he could have set up a computer program to operate the world.  No, the idea is that of walking with God, and in the course of this occurring, you become the people of God.  
Here I think the case of Jonah is illustrative.  He know that A + B will bring about C, and yet he still is unhappy about it.  He doesn’t want Yahweh God to show love and mercy to the people of Nineveh. And so, in the midst of that setting, he find the blessing of God in shade as a curse.  Jonah had a contract mentality…Yahweh sought a relational one, and in the end Jonah walks away disappointed and saddened by the obvious blessings of God to the people of Nineveh.
Following and obeying God ultimately means being open to having your heart changed so that you desire the things of God.  He wants to know us and our whole live, he wants to be in relationship with us and see us become what he intends.  That is the calling of Israel, to be a nation that will be that God-intended form of humanity.  It is from that perspective that we read and meditate and, with the help of God’s Spirit, obey the callings of the Pentateuch.   

A Brief Outline of Deuteronomy 

I. Historical Concerns: Moses Looks Back (1–4)

a. The tragedy of unbelief (1)

b. Journeys and victories (2–3)

c. The Call to Obey (4)

II. Moses Looks within (5–26)

a. The testimonies (5–11)

i. Proclaiming the Law (5)

ii. Living the Law (6)

iii. Preserving the law (7–10)

1. Dangers from without (7)

2. Dangers from within (8–10)

3. Closing appeal (11)

b. The statutes (12–18)

c. The judgments (19–26)

III. Prophetical Concerns: Moses Looks Ahead (27–30)

a. Blessings and curses (27–28)

b. Repentance and return (29–30)

IV. Personal Concerns: Moses Looks up (31–34)

a. Picking Joshua (31)

b. The Song of Moses (32)

c. The blessing (33)

d. A new home (34)
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