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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 25  Commentary  Deuteronomy 4:41 - 11

Lesson 26  Questions        Deuteronomy 12 – 26:15

DEUTERONOMY 4:41 - 11

I. GOD AND HIS COVENANT (Deuteronomy 5-11)


A. The Decalogue (Deuteronomy 5). After a short introduction giving the location as the plains of Moab and summarizing the conquests up to that time, the long discourse of Moses begins in Chapter 5, with the word heard so often in the Holy Scriptures, “hear,” listen... “Shema” in Hebrew (see Mark 12:29 “hear,” when Jesus quotes Deuteronomy 6:4 “hear,” and Acts 2:14b “listen”).


The Jews call this the “Ten Words,” and it goes back to the earliest Mosaic times as Exodus 20:2-17 does. It is separate from the “statutes.” But notice that here an individual and corporate responsibility is proclaimed in 5:2-4 in addition to the Exodus account, showing that this must have been said at a renewal of the Covenant and implying that a new generation is present that must learn from the mistake of not keeping God’s commands as an earlier one had done.


The long first commandment has an instruction for us when God reminds them of the slavery they had in Egypt and the influence of that culture with its idols. We become slaves of some cultural idol just as easily as they did treating it as the god of our life. It may be “keeping up with the Joneses” at all costs, or getting up the career ladder at all costs, or wanting our children to be outstanding and popular at all costs or being important socially... do we join in “fads,” in prevailing styles, in “everybody does it” mentality? If Christians aren’t different, how can we challenge our society’s false values and bring about a better world?


The beautiful image in 5:4, “The Lord spoke with you face to face,” is an instance of the belief in Israel of God’s merciful, intimate love for them—“Hesed,” which means steadfast love. Remember that God never changes; He is the same for us as for them, always faithful to us even when we fail Him. In 5:9, “a jealous” God, inflicting punishment—does not mean our understanding of jealous; it means an “only” God, and that the sins of one generation are often passed to another. The importance of keeping these commands at this early time stem from the results to them and their children, for there was no idea of an after reward in a next life this early. Jesus took this so much farther in His teaching! See Matthew 5:28-30 and 43-48. One thing to note, however, in this passage is that 5:10 about God’s mercy goes far beyond 3 or 4 generations but to the “Thousandth generation.”


In the Ten Words here the Sabbath observance is based on social and humanitarian reasons, rather than in reference to the creation as in Genesis. Also, “woman” comes before “house,” etc., as a separate commandment instead of as in Exodus 21:17, showing a development from earlier Bedouin times.


In Deuteronomy 5:22-32, Moses as a mediator between the people and God is presented as admonishing them to “Be careful... not turning aside to the right or to the left, but following exactly the way.” It may be that this was the origin of the intractable Pharisees in Jesus’ time, with their minute observances of hundreds of statutes that finally came to be in their Law, as necessity of legal cases and new situations arose. Jesus corrected this, too. Yet, we should examine our attitude and ask ourselves if we really keep the meaning of the Gospel imperatives from Jesus: “Love your enemy; do good to those that persecute you” and others...


The Covenant Community that renewed the Sinai Covenant identified itself with that first community as also leaving Egypt and slavery, and being freed by God. So every Christian generation gathers together at an altar table remembering the Last Supper, with an astonishing addition: the food there is their Redeemer. And they are as dear and as responsible to Jesus as the Apostles were; it is up to us to make our “Roman Empire” our “pagan nations” loyal Chosen People and to remake our world.

II. THE GREAT COMMANDMENT (Deuteronomy 6 and 7)


This statement in Deuteronomy 6:5 is the basic principle of the whole Mosaic Law and the keynote of this book, the last of the Pentateuch, which the Jews call THE LAW in contrast to the Prophetical literature, or the Wisdom, or the Historical books. Here, we see carried to a necessary and logical conclusion the “marriage” love of God and His chosen people: love with all your heart and with all your soul, and with all your strength” (repeated in Deuteronomy 10:12 and 11:13 and especially in 2 Kings 23:3 and 25, the covenant renewal there). To “drill” them into your children is always done by good Jews; religious education of children is part of a child’s life; an outward sign was commanded in Deuteronomy 6:8, “a sign” to all, worn on the forehead; phylacteries were little boxes with this law written and worn on the arm also written on house and gates. Deuteronomy 6:4-9 are called the “Shema.”


Deuteronomy 6:12 reminds us of our own remembrance celebration, the Eucharist, “Take care not to forget the Lord who brought you out of... slavery.” This is the purpose of liturgy; recalling and actualizing the saving events of God. It is a Northern theme which their prophets drilled into their hearers. Deuteronomy 6:13, “The Lord, your God, shall you fear,” is a command of reverence and worship, not cringing fear. The word “jealous” is used in relation to idolatry—false gods—which opposes truth about God. It is not meant in a human way. In Deuteronomy 6:16, tempting God means in the sense of doubting His word and not having faith that He can and will carry it out, as the forefathers of those at the Moab camp had done back in the desert. This is instructive for us, also. Charismatics today often remind us that too many Christians don’t really expect God to keep the amazing promises that Jesus gave. When you take your Bible one prayer time this week, look at Matthew 9:28-29 and 22; look at John 15:7 and Mark 11:22, and examine yourself for how much you do this. It will cause you to improve!


Deuteronomy 6:21ff are said at every Passover Supper in Jewish families in Spring. The youngest child begins the questions (“When your son asks you... “) and the father answers with these words. Deuteronomy 6 is the source of the quotes of Jesus to Satan in Matthew 4:4 and 7.


In Deuteronomy 7, we have the harsh, seemingly, command from God to wipe out the races that are in the land of Canaan. This is called “herem” and “holy war” which God was responsible for in their view. Its cause was the necessity of establishing the one true God, to replace paganism eventually but definitely in Canaan, so that the Chosen People would not be tempted to idolatry. Later writings, however, show that some of the races listed here in verse 1 were still in the population, so it may not have been as strict as it sounds here, or the Israelites were not able to carry it out that completely. “Doom” is anything that is banned by God or is consecrated to God and must be consumed. It is also called the “ban” or, in Greek, “anathema.” The destruction of symbols of paganism show us how easy it is to get used to and accept unacceptable symbols or those of unacceptable practices. “Familiarity breeds contempt.” We see in the pagan symbols listed the fertility rites that were so abominable: the upright pillars were phallic symbols, the sacred poles stood for goddesses of the same name (Baal). Note the very strong verbs in how to deal with them: tear down, smash, chop down, destroy... all these were from the seven nations. As I read this, I thought of our list of seven chief enemies, which we used to call the seven “capital” sins, meaning all sins stemmed from them as from the head. We, though not using the term so much, must still “deal” with our fallen nature and its fallen tendencies. Did you learn them from memory in religion class? We, too, must, as verse 2b says, “make no covenant with them and show them no mercy... you must not marry with them.” And the reason? “For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God; it is you that our God has chosen to be His very own people out of all the peoples on the earth” (Deuteronomy 7:6). Then follows the heartfelt words of God’s choice of the small and the powerless, over the mighty and the strong and His reassuring love and fidelity.

III. GOD’S CARE (Deuteronomy 8:1-8)


Deuteronomy 8:1-8 begins with “Be careful to observe” in the words of Moses as the Lawgiver in the plains of Moab. He says “You” to a new generation “today,” thus teaching that the covenant of their Fathers binds them in their day and each day, always new yet old, as generations apply it to their times and needs. In Deuteronomy 8:2 and 3, we find God’s intention in sending tests to His people, us, as well as earlier ones. Afflictions are to “find out if it is our intention to keep His commandments.” The whole of Deuteronomy, especially this section, with the Shema and its emphasis on loving God, and this chapter and God’s care and gifts, reminds us much of a time in Jesus’ earthly journey, when He was just about to arrive at a return to the Father. He, too, like Moses, gathered His intimate followers around and spoke a moving, exhorting, eloquent last discourse (John 13-17) with the same theme as Moses here: “If you love me, keep my commandments.” Note in Deuteronomy 8:3 that Jesus’ quote from Moses in His temptation is again quoted here “not by bread alone does man live, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.” We can ask ourselves: Do we aim to be fed by every word of Scripture which is the word of God? Are we faithful to daily reading in God’s word? Are other Christians still far ahead of us whose Church gathered the books of Scripture together around 500 A.D. and preserved it by hand copies throughout the Christian ages?


Deuteronomy 8:4 has that wonderful little miracle of the desert providence of God about the clothing that lasted forty years and feet that did not swell in all that march! And verse 5 compares such discipline that God sends us as from a Father, caring enough to train a child to good and wise living. In the next verse, is the phrase “walking in his ways” which God had mentioned before to the Israelites: “You have not learned my ways,” and “your ways are not my ways,” finally, Jesus’ words, “I am the way...”


A. The Danger of Success (Deuteronomy 8:6-20). The description of the country God gives them must have excited and elated the poor prilgrims waiting on the plains of Moab. It is somewhat idealized here and in verse 9, “a land whose stones contain iron and whose hills contain coppper,” is a clue to the dating of this writing, for Palestine does not have any deposits of these mirerals, but in the days of David and Solomon, Israel was able to import them.


Moses cautions them to a table blessing in verse 10 to bless the Lord for the food they eat!! Then warns quickly of the dangers of prosperity, pointing out how easy it is for them (and us) to “forget who gave good food, fine houses, silver and gold, and property, and to think that “It is my own power and the strength of my own hand that has obtained for me this wealth” (Deuteronomy 8:17). It is God, he says, that is fulfilling His part of the covenant, which is conditioned by their part: observing His laws. Not to do so and to follow other gods with all their hearts, forgetting God’s claims on His creatures and chosen children, “will utterly make your perish; you shall perish like the other nations God will destroy.” Today, we are hearing much about messages from heaven, through the “woman sent by God,” the Virgin Mother of Jesus, at Fatima, and now, according to Father Robert Faricy, Jesuit theologian from Rome, who spoke on a video-tape recently sent to us, of report of continuing visits and pleas not only at Medjugorje (Yugoslavia), but  also of two others of strong authentic signs—one in Africa (our Texas missionary, Sister Roberta, has told us of this also) but in Italy. These are saying the same message as this section of Moses’ talk and of Jesus’ opening at His public life: “Repent, and do not forget the Good News.” Live by it, for “the time is at hand.” We are living in a privileged age, one of stepped-up apparitions of Mary, of a strong and teaching Pope. Our prosperity is conditional as was the Jews’ “if you keep my laws...” “I will...,” God says to the world.

IV. CONTINUED EXHORTATIONS (Deuteronomy 9 and 10:1-11)


Here are repeated the events described in Exodus and Numbers of the apostasy of Aaron and the worship of a golden image of God, the breaking of the tablets “inscribed by God’s own hand” (Deuteronomy 9:10) and Moses’ strong condemnation of their rebellion and stiff-necks.


Again, Moses speaks of his intercession with God, for the people and for Aaron (Deuteronomy 9:18-21). He reminds them of his two fasts of forty days, his two earnest prayers to God for accepting them again, and not abandoning them. This combination of prayer and fasting continued in the Old Testament through the prophets and the anawin, and is a strong revival today among many Christians. In the reported appparition mentioned above, at Medjugorje, Mary asked not only for intercessory prayer, through the rosary (meditated, not thoughtlessly), the sacraments, daily prayer, but added “fasting and prayer, Christians have forgotten, can prevent natural catastrophes and even war.” Many Christians and Catholics across the world are doing this regularly, particularly on Fridays, as Mary is reported to have asked. If these messages are from God through Mary, as of old through Moses, we would not be wrong to begin intercessory prayer in real earnest for the state of the world, and add some fasting. Perhaps the little people of the world, not the governments, will bring the peace.


And Moses concludes with God’s words after his second forty days and nights fasting and praying on Mt. Sinai: “Go now and set out at the head of your people, that they may enter in and occupy the land which I swore to their fathers I would give them.” So it was Moses who singly won a reprieve, a new commitment to these rebels, of finally being the descendants of their fathers to whom God made the promises, who received the promise.

V. THE WONDERS OF THE LORD (Deuteronomy 10:12-22 and 11)


Having just re-told the story of the Exodus and the long trek through the desert, Moses now begins a beautiful homily again on the Lord’s majesty and beauty, and exhorts the people just about to enter the new land to love and serve the Lord with all their hearts and with all their souls and to keep the commandments “for your own good.” These verses need to be re-read often, even by Christians. The circumcising of their hearts he counsels is used again in later scriptures, even changed to circumcise your ears, your lips, meaning be open to God; let Him into your life completely. Then in Deuteronomy 11, the speech returns to their fathers’ conduct, again and again rebelling, and God’s testing and correcting. Deuteronomy 11:10-15 describes the land and its abundant rain, land that “drinks in rain, seasonal rain, early rain, late rain.” How the words encourage these desert-living people! Beautiful promises for fidelity to the commandments follow and God’s rewards for such fidelity continue through Deuteronomy 11.


We can learn from Deuteronomy 11:23-25 that it is God who will “drive nations out of your way... nations greater and mightier than yourselves.” “If God is your helper,” says the psalm. “Who can be afraid?”


Finally, a famous Deuteronomy passage, which the Church uses in her liturgy, concludes Moses second discourse before the long section of the Law, repeated. (Also Deuteronomy 30:15ff.) The blessing is to be given on Mt. Gerizim, in Canaan, near the shrine of Shechem, the Northern tribes’s shrine until their dispersion, and the curse on Mt. Ebal, opposite it. The Israelites were to choose which one they would follow by their actions. Blessings and curses were the ultimate sanctions and were extremely serious. The Israelites recited them at the Shechem liturgy and took them on themselves.


As we continue Deuteronomy, there are interesting traces of new development, of being in Canaan, and of the later periods of the temple. But this section has the most moving and stirring words to the waiting pilgrims (which we also are) on how to live as the People of God. The many precepts that accumulated under the Mosaic Law were quite demanding and complex, yet it was their way of loving God. We, on our way to the land of heaven, eternal life, which they hardly knew, are so much more fortunate under the law of Jesus. This is the “new covenant” written on our hearts by the Holy Spirit and abiding in the Church which is also guided by the same Spirit. Ours is the law of the beatitudes, which brings peace, not war, between peoples. Yet those who deny God do exist, and we are to convert them by our lives, by our sacrifices, and by our prayer; above all, by our love shown personally and faithfully as a nation “under God.”

* * * * * * *

 QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 26

Deuteronomy 12-26:15

Day 1

Read Deuteronomy 12 - 13.


a.
What do these chapters say about the Levites? (Watch for this theme in the rest of Deuteronomy) Does it have a meaning in our day?


b.
According to 12:12, what is to be the spirit of liturgical worship?

Day 2

Read Deuteronomy 14, 15 and 16.


a.
What attitude towards the poor and towards slaves is proposed?


b.
How are these commands meaningful for us?

Day 3

Read Deuteronomy 17 - 20.


a.
Write at least one recommendation that is meaningful for our day.


b.
Write one that is not.

Day 4
Read Deuteronomy 21-23.


a.
What do you see as the general attitude towards women expressed in this section?


b.
What is your feeling about this?


c.
Can you think of evidence that Jesus had a different attitude?

Day 5

Read Deuteronomy 24:1 - 25:4

      What emphasis do you see on each of the following:



Justice:



Respect:



Compassion:

Day 6

Read Deuteronomy 25:5-10


a.
What is the purpose of the Levirate Law?


b.
Read Matthew 22:23-33.  What insight does Jesus give? How does that touch your life?


c.
Read Deuteronomy 26:1-15.  What is the meaning of offering first fruit?

© Copyright, 1987-1988 Catholic Scripture Study, Inc.  All Rights Reserved.

