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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 24  Commentary  Deuteronomy 1 – 4:40

Lesson 25  Questions        Deuteronomy 4:41 - 11

DEUTERONOMY 1-4:40

INTRODUCTION


Deuteronomy means “a copy of the Law” or “Second Law.” It relates the Law as given in the land of Moab to the original Law at Sinai.


A. Origin. Scholars believe that this book or part of it was found at the Temple in 640 B.C. during the reign of Josiah, King of Juda. When this book was brought to him and read aloud, he ordered that all the people come and hear it. He and the people then made a covenant to follow all the Law as in this book. Josiah was so zealous for this that he destroyed all the pagan shrines to other gods that, in their unfaithfulness under other kings, the people had erected to false gods (2 Kings 23:1-3). Biblical historians believe it was written in the time of Samuel, the last of the judges of Israel, before God allowed them to have a kingdom. The first king was Saul. When the kingdom was split later, the Northern Kingdom, Israel, had it and brought it to Judah where it was probably edited in the form we have, by a Judean scribe.


B. Value. Theologically, Deuteronomy is one of the best Old Testament Books. It gives a mature picture of the Covenant and life under it. It is addressed to the whole community: “qahal.” This word became the basis of the word “ekklesia,” meaning the Church of the New Testament. We have the word “ecclesiastical” from it, meaning something to do with the church.


There is a moral demand in a covenant between persons. In this case, it is an encounter with a Divine Being and a People. The theology presented here is one of total self-revelation and self-giving from God and the human response. The highest expression of this comes in Deuteronomy 6:4-9, the Shema, quoted by Jesus in Matthew 22:37.


Deuteronomy is a law book with appropriate introductions and a conclusion, perhaps added to the Book of Law, before and after, in two different periods of time—when Hilkiah found the book of the Law in the Temple and Josiah read the entire contents to all the people and all renewed the covenant with God, and later, when Assyria conquered Jerusalem.


The flowing and impressive words of Moses are examples of Hebrew literature, probably written by an orator who could hold an audience enthralled by his well-balanced clauses, varied in expression and form, but all bound together by a rhythmic flow. The beauty and dramatic effect of Deuteronomy are quite a change from the earlier Pentateuch. Added also is the persuasive skill of a homilist who is interested in the way his people live the great events, the great laws, of their covenant. He applies time and again the words of the past to their present situation, exhorting them to true fidelity, warning them of what offenses and infidelity will bring the nation.


The first collection of Mosaic law was probably read in the Northern Tribes at a covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem or Gilgal. It was short probably; but as Josiah made statutes and ordinances there in the spirit of Moses and later the priests at the sanctuaries gave practical solutions to cases, these solutions were added, thus producing Deuteronomic Law stemming from principles Moses had first laid down. In this sense, Moses is the law giver in Judea and Israel, though he died before entering there. This also is the reason the collector and writer of all these ordinances and statutes, some clearly not made during Moses’ lifetime, wrote them as a sermon from Moses. This seemed very important and logical for these editors to do, so great was Moses’ lasting influence and legacy on the people.


Another insight coming from this study of the origin of Deuteronomy and the style of persuasive and applied oratory called homiletic is that this is the kind of style the people who asked for this Bible Study considered so valuable for their lives—it brought the past Scriptures, the Word of God, to bear on their lives and taught them to do this for themselves. We should do the same while adding present knowledge and Catholic application to our doctrines such as the Eucharist and the Papacy.


The writers kept all the traditions handed down to them, though they differed in details, so great was their respect for them. They then added adaptations to their times; for instance, they showed that Jerusalem was conquered by Babylonia because the Chosen People had not kept the law; they made it a homily. This makes Deuteronomy a stirring, evocative book, moving its readers to live their faith from the heart, keeping God’s commands from love.


Deuteronomy tells of the total self-giving of God to the people and their total response. It is the most quoted Old Testament book in the Gospel of Matthew. Jesus quoted from it three times in the Temptation scene by the Devil (Matthew 4:4-10). It is also quoted in the Sermon on the Mount. This last book of the Pentateuch is the fifth one. Pentateuch studies we have had gave us the slavery experience, the leaving Egypt, and the journeys toward Sinai. This last book begins at Mt. Sinai.

I. DEPARTURE FROM MT. SINAI (Deuteronomy 1:1-8)


In Deuteronomy, Mt. Sinai is given an alternative name: Horeb. After a preliminary list of where they had been and that Moses began to explain the Law to them in the land of Moab, the departure of the people and Moses from Mt. Sinai is begun in verse 6. Here we begin to notice that this verse begins with quotation marks, which continues throughout the book except for a few sections and the last chapters about Moses. So we see that this book demonstrates the importance of Moses to the Israelites when this book was written. This whole Second Law account is written as though quoting Moses.


A. Appointment of Elders (Deuteronomy 1:9-18). The Israelites have grown so numerous that Moses admits he needs leaders from the tribes to help him, “with this crushing burden that you are.” It is interesting that he asks them to choose from their tribe, “wise, intelligent, and experienced men.” Then he appointed them. This sounds very much like a process of democracy. Even, as in our country, the nation is divided into smaller groups with other tribal officers. These twelve he calls “Judges.”


B. Twelve Scouts. We notice that Moses tells them to go and take the land God had promised them which was then the land of the Amorites. Here they show a lack of faith in God’s promise, asking that scouts go first to see what they will face. When the scouts come back and report the bounty of the land, they refused to go up and began to murmur against Moses. Then they received the news that God had declared that not one of them, except Caleb, would enter the land! Joshua is also to enter, and he is to replace Moses when they reach the land. The next book of the Bible is called by Joshua’s name. He was faithful to Moses and beside him through the whole journey to the borders of Canaan.


In an unsuccessful invasion into the Amorite land, Moses says they were cut down, like bees chasing them and were defeated at Hormah (Deuteronomy 1:44).

II. EVENTS OF THE JOURNEY (Deuteronomy 2:1-37)


Here we are told of Esau again; these people of Edom are his descendants. It was Esau, the twin brother of Jacob, who was rejected by God and his brother chosen. What this emphasizes is the personal choice that God makes of each of us for our life’s calling.


With God directing, they went through Edom, Moab, and along Ammon. Try to locate these on the map you have or in your Bible. They were very careful to ask permission to go through these lands, but Sihon, king of Heshbon, refused and did battle with the Israelites who, with God’s blessing, soundly defeated the army of Sihon. Then they took city after city.


(Deuteronomy 3:1-29) Going north, they found Og, king of Bashan, coming to do battle with them. They defeated him and came finally to the Jordan River. Og was a last survivor of a people who are described elsewhere as giants. His bed was preserved in the land of Ammonites!


The tribes of Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh were allotted these lands, but they left their wives and children in these towns. Moses told them to accompany the other tribes until they had conquered their lands.


At the end of this chapter is one of the saddest events about Moses. He is so loved and admired in the Scriptures, he stands out as the founder of their Law. The New Testament has much about Moses, and Jesus is called a second Moses. God refuses to let Moses himself go into the Promised Land, “The Lord was angry with me on your account and would not hear my pleas to cross over with you.” However, he was allowed to go up the mountain Pisgah and view Lebanon and Jordan. Today these two names are still countries in that area, much in our news. But there is a considerable amount of history of the Israelites in the remaining Old Testament books while they were in possession of their Promised Land.


Joshua was commissioned their leader; it was he who led them in.

III. ADVANTAGE OF FIDELITY (Deuteronomy 4:1-49)


Verse 6 is a new command of Moses: “Observe carefully all the commandments God has given you, for thus will you give evidence of your wisdom and intelligence to the nations.” He reminds them in verse 12 that the Lord had spoken to them from the midst of the fire on Mt. Sinai as they stood at the foot. “You heard only the sound of the words and saw no form; there was only a voice.” This was a wonderful confirmation of their faith in the God Moses is representing. “Teach them to your children,” he told them. And they did, down to Jesus’ time. We must remember that it was by word of mouth that all this was passed down, as was the New Testament, first by Jesus, then by the Apostles. The Church was founded and spread through the Roman Empire, not through reading the Scriptures which then included only the Old Testament, but by teaching. This is why the Catholic Church teaches that the statement, “Faith comes only from the Scriptures,” is not the way it was. Both in the Old Testament and the New, the writings came after the formation of the People of God who then gradually wrote them down. In fact, the whole Bible as we have it in the Bibles we are using was only definitely accepted as authentic about five hundred years after the Church began. St. Jerome translated from the original Hebrew and Greek into the language of his day: Latin. This Latin translation is the basis of all our translations into modern languages.


In verse 16 the danger of idolatry is cautioned. They were not to represent any figure, men, women, or animals in an idol nor anything they saw in the heavens. For the true God is not a material being; He is pure Spirit. It is amazing, though, that this loving God was willing to become a Man, one of us, and that this human body is now in heaven as one of the Trinity, the three Persons and is worshipped by the angels! “The Lord, your God, is a consuming fire and a jealous God,” says Moses. He is not to be worshipped along with other gods. We may inadvertently be doing this in effect, through our consumerism, in which modern products are constantly being urged upon us through newsprint and television. It takes our good judgment to discern just how much is too much material goods, more important to us than our spiritual life.


Verses 32-40 sum up for the Israelites the history of man from his creation up to themselves, the Chosen People who have been instructed by the one true God, “that you may, you and your children, prosper and have long life on the land which the Lord your God is giving you” (Deuteronomy 4:40).


Briefly there is an added narrative without quotes here. The writer of this book tells us then of the three cities of refuge that were set up, one for each of the tribes of Reubenites, Gadites, and Manassehites. These were places where a person who had inadvertently killed his neighbor without malice in the deed could flee and be absolutely protected from anyone who tried to get revenge on him.


Chapter four concludes with a summary of the places they had been and tells of Moses having given them the Law they were to follow from then on.

APPLICATIONS


One great lesson for us from this account is the power of God to save us. He can cause our victory over our enemies. Our coins say, “In God we trust.” Prayer and worship of God is really the most powerful force in the world. “More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of,” said the English poet, Alfred Lord Tennyson, in his narrative, The Idylls of the King.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 25

Deuteronomy 4:43 - 11:32

Day 1

Read Deuteronomy 5.


a.
In verses 2-4, what words imply a personal relationship with God?


b.
Comment on how we should develop such a personal relationship?


c.
In verses 7-9, the pagans carved objects as idols. What are “idols” that might attract worship in our society today, almost as totally as a practiced religion?


d.
How can we carry out verses 32-33 today?

Day 2

Read Deuteronomy 6.


a.
Compare your religious upbringing to Deuteronomy 6:6-9, 20.


b.
How do Catholics today receive their religious upbringing?


c.
What would be an ideal way?

Day 3

Read Deuteronomy 7.


a.
Is our “justice” for righteousness and holiness, (in the NAB only) before the Lord the same as that meant in verse 26? Explain.


b.
Why was it important for God’s People to make no covenant with the people there?


c.
Why was it important to remove all symbols of the pagan religion?

Day 4

Read Deuteronomy 8.


a.
What is God’s purpose in allowing afflictions in the desert land?


b.
In verses 9-10 what is to be the result of this journey in the desert?


c.
What does it reveal about God?


d.
Can this “good country” be meant for those who “walk in his ways,” in this life? How?


e.
What are the dangers of prosperity in life? What is a common fault in prosperity?

Day 5

Read Deuteronomy 9 and 10.



Place your name in the place of “Israel” in Deuteronomy 10:12 and read the passage in verse 12-22. What does it say to you?

Day 6

Read Deuteronomy 11.


a.
Choose the two or three verses that describe what you have tried to be in your Catholic-Christian life. Which verses challenge you now?


b.
In this beautiful section, what passages impressed you the most?


c.
What is the difference in Deuteronomy from the books of Exodus and Numbers.
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