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Lesson 26  Commentary  Deuteronomy 12 – 26:15

Lesson 27  Questions        Deuteronomy 26:15 – 34:12

THE DEUTERONOMIC CODE

Deuteronomy 12 – 26:15


When we think of God’s commandments, our minds usually go to two texts: the decalogue or the Ten Commandments that we memorized from Exodus, and Jesus’ answer to the one who asked, “What is the greatest commandment?” His response, we all know, was: “Thou shalt love the Lord your God with your whole heart, your whole soul, your whole mind, and the second is like unto this: thou shalt love your neighbor as yourself.”


What fascinates me about the chapters from Deuteronomy that we have been studying is the marvelous integration of those commandments into the practical, everyday life of the Israelites.


As we look at Deuteronomy, let’s turn our attention to what might have been Jesus’ reasoning in saying that the second commandment was “like” the first.


Throughout this book, but especially in Deuteronomy 6 and 7, we have noticed the theme of God’s tender love for this stiff-necked people He calls His own. In Deuteronomy 8:5, we are told that He trains them as a father trains His child, an image that comes often to mind as we notice the primitiveness of many of the conditions of the time. When, for example, the Hebrew was given the “lex talionis,” the law of “an eye for an eye...,” it was to place restrictions on violence rather than to legalize it. In the laws of battle, soldiers were restrained in what they might do to captured women. However imperfect we might find the woman’s fate, it is better than that accorded to conquered women even in our own day.


The theme of the book is a warning against danger. The apparent danger of “giants in the land” is shown to be a false fear; the real danger is the temptation to infidelity, to a forgetting of the covenant made in the desert, the ratification of God’s choice of them as His people, and their free choice to respond to His call.

I. THE FIRST THREE COMMANDMENTS


The first three commandments concern God: He is to be recognized as the only God, His name is to be reverenced and His day kept holy. How is that spelled out in Deuteronomy?


A. The First Commandment. In relation to the first commandment, we look at the repeated order to destroy all idols, to have no part in pagan cults, never to ask, “How did these people worship their gods?” so that the Israelites might do the same. For a people who had been nomads, that was a real temptation, since the local inhabitants would assure them that worship of fertility gods was essential for a farming community.


(Isn’t that a basic problem for us all, to say in crisis, “Yes, God has cared for me until now, but can I expect Him to handle these new circumstances?” And aren’t we tempted to ask, “How do those successful people climb the corporate ladder?” As a result, isn’t there often little time for God, little energy for family; can this be why we find cut-throat practices and betrayal at every level as our society clamors to worship idols of pleasure, power, possession. Aren’t our children sacrificed through abortion to the idols of our own plans for control?)


Scholars surmise that the reason for the Deuteronomic insistence on one central place of public worship is precisely the syncretism that would have occurred in local shrines where pagan customs of worship perhaps mingled with the cult of Yahweh. The purpose of public worship must be the keeping alive of the sense of being a covenant people.


The injunction to destroy the original occupants of the land is rooted in this same understanding of Israel’s being the People of God. The final redactor of Deuteronomy remembered centuries of such religious syncretism, including the fact that Solomon built shrines to the god of all his wives (I Kings 11), an expense and a diffusion of energy that led to the breakdown of the kingdom. Perhaps that is the root of his understanding God’s injunction to destroy even women and children in the places near the center of the Kingdom, whereas those in the outer reaches could be allowed to live.


B. The Second Commandment. The second Mosaic Commandment deals with the sacred Name. In the Hebrew tradition, we recall, the name is equivalent to the person. Deuteronomy speaks of the place “where Yahweh has given His Name a home.” In other passages, it is His “glory” that is enshrined at Jerusalem. In the New Testament, the Name and the Glory are both attributed to Jesus, the new Temple, as He speaks of it: “Destroy this Temple and in three days I will raise it up.” The New Jerusalem Bible has an interesting footnote to John 1:14, “We saw his glory...”


“The ‘glory’ is the manifestation of God’s presence (Exodus 24:16). No one could see its brilliance and live (Exodus 33:20), but the human nature of the Word now screens this glory as the cloud once did. Yet at times it pierces the veil, at the transfiguration, for instance (Luke 9:32, 35), and when Jesus works miracles, “signs that God is active in him... The resurrection will reveal the glory fully.”


That is the meaning of the place of gathering for public worship: the place where God is present in a special way, actively attentive to the prayer of His people (I Kings 8:30-61).


C. The Third Commandment. As for the keeping of the Sabbath and all the related customs such as the year of remission and the year of jubilee, those commands are related to the understanding of the Lord’s injunction: “Be still a while, and know that I am God.” Notice that all of the customs focus on the Lord’s freeing of His people. They are not to work, they are to free their indentured servants, they are to share their goods. This was the original understanding of the Sabbath, the one that Jesus emphasized in working miracles of healing on the Sabbath.


But for the religious leaders of His time, the laws had come to obscure the reason for the Law. They had become idols in themselves, binding rather than freeing. We need to keep that in mind as we read the Gospels, in Jesus frequent confrontation with the guardians of the law. Always the law is to guard fidelity to the covenant made with a God who is a creative, liberating, giver of life.

II. THE GREAT FEASTS


It is in this spirit that the three great feasts are to be observed. The Feast of Passover may originally have been a nomadic spring festival celebrating the first growth, marking the move to spring pastures. In that context, it was probably a spring lamb that was sacrificed to the gods of fertility. For the Hebrew, all celebration, indeed all food, was connected with their history, with that constitutive event of their history, the liberation from Egypt, the marking of the doorposts, etc.


A. Passover. The feast of Unleavened Bread, in origin perhaps a celebration of the first barley harvest, became associated with the hasty departure from Egypt. Whereas it was originally a pilgrimage feast and Passover a family celebration when a single shrine was indicated as the place of celebration, the two were easily combined, though each kept its original nature. This was the feast being celebrated at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion. It is our “Holy Week.”


B. Weeks. The Feast of Weeks, so called because it took place seven weeks after the Passover, was “on the 50th day,” hence its name of Pentecost. It celebrated the first fruits of the cereal harvest and the loaves offered on this occasion were made of the new flour and leavened. This feast came to be associated with the Sinai event, so it became the Covenant Feast par excellence. It is interesting to read the account in Acts of the first preaching of the Apostles. It has become our feast of Pentecost, celebrating the first fruits of a new people, as 5,000 people are baptized in one day. The New Covenant is ratified, the new leaven used. That is why Pentecost is called “the birthday of the Church.”


C. Booths. Finally, there is the Feast of Booths, also called Tents or Tabernacles. Originally perhaps a drinking feast celebrating the new wine, Israel comes to associate the booths (actually temporary shelters used by the grape harvesters) with the tents in which their ancestors lived during the long sojourn in the desert. Solomon’s dedication of the Temple coincided with this feast, which was celebrated in the Temple with ceremonies of water and light. When you eventually study the gospel of St. John, you will see how he structured his account of Jesus’ life around these feasts, revealing new depth to the meaning of both the feasts and the actions and teaching of Jesus.

III. JEWISH LEADERS

One area treated more in detail in Deuteronomy than in parallel accounts is the role of certain functionaries, especially judge, king, and priest. The judge is closely associated with the sanctuary. In the ordinary disputes the elders of a village were to decide justice; in especially difficult cases, the matter was to be taken before the judge in the sanctuary, an act seen as equivalent to taking the matter to God, since the function of the  judge was to interpret God’s law. His decision was recognized as sacred and beyond appeal.


A. King. The kingship in Deuteronomy is viewed with more suspicion than the southern traditions, which remembered David as the model  king. There is less stress on the king as the anointed of Yahweh. Rather, emphasis is placed on making the king subject to divine law, a teaching that was unique to Israel.


B. Priest. As for the priest, his main functions were to offer sacrifice, to deliver divine oracles, to teach the Law, and in some cases to judge. They were a landless class since “their portion” was Yahweh rather than any specific plot of land. For that reason, their support became the responsibility of Israel as a whole, just as the nation as a whole depended upon their function for survival.


C. Prophet. The prophet too, played a special part in the Israelite tradition according to Deuteronomy. They were unique in that they rejected the Canaanite traditions of magic and superstition. God was not to be forced to act according to the whim of His people; rather the prophet would interpret for the people the call of God in their moment of history. Prediction was seen as an authentication of their teaching rather than an independent function.

IV. A SHARED OBJECTIVE

Priest, prophet, king and judge shared a single objective; to bond the people with the God who called them. The laws that deal with people and things are committed to the same objective, so that it is sometimes difficult to separate what pertains to the people from what pertains to God. The law of tithing, for example, is a statement that the land belongs to God. He has put it in the care of His people, but they are to use it in a way that reflects His concerns. Hence, the laws of harvesting, of remission of debt, etc.


A. Property. There is no direct statement: “Thou shalt not steal,” but all is concretized. You are not to move your neighbor’s boundaries, nor may you have two sets of weights in your bag. You are to lend to your brother in need, though he be unable to offer you just compensation if the year of remission is approaching. You are to lend generously, without practicing usury (though this is permitted with foreigners, a practice that historically proved to be both blessing and curse to the Jewish people). You are to give to your neighbor who is poor, because there will always be those who are poor. (Recall Jesus’ statement, “The poor you have always with you”--Matthew 26:11). Notice the concreteness of directives: “Do not harden your heart or close your hand against that poor brother of yours, but be open handed and lend him enough for his needs.”


B. Animals. Just as the land belongs to God who has a right to its fruits, so are the herds and flocks His possessions. Hence the first-born is to be consecrated to him. The people are allowed to eat the animal, but only in “the presence of Yahweh, in the place which Yahweh chooses.” This sacrifice of first-born is an act of faith; one is not to wait to see if there will be enough others to make one affordable; neither may one offer a defective animal and keep the stronger ones for breeding purposes. The first belongs to God because all is His, and He is to be trusted for the rest, though it is still unseen.


C. Human Life. If the life of animals belongs to God, so much more does human life. The cities of refuge are to be established to preserve the innocent from immediate blood vengeance. A person may not be put to death on the word of one witness only, lest there be false evidence involved. (Recall the trial of Jesus.) The witnesses are to take active part in the execution of the guilty, thus assuming blood guilt if they have borne false witness, and those who are found to be false witnesses are to suffer the fate they intended to inflict on the other.



1. Community Responsibility. Evidence of the community responsibility for justice reflect this same bonding of God’s people. When a victim of violence is found but the murderer is unknown, the entire village is to be accountable to Yahweh; the ritual sacrifice of a heifer and the oath required attest to this: “Our hands have not shed this blood and our eyes have seen nothing. O Yahweh forgive your people Israel whom you have redeemed, and let no innocent blood be shed among your people Israel. May this bloodshed be forgiven them.”


In the light of this tradition we understand more fully the terrible implications of the cry for Jesus’ execution: “His blood be upon us and upon our children” (Matthew 27:25). And, lest that draw us to anti-Semitism, we must hear in the same sense Jesus’ prayer, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).


The sense of responsibility for the people as a whole is even to take precedence over family ties. The son who is stubborn and rebellious is to be handed over by his parents for execution; the person who leads others into idolatry is to be executed, though he be brother, son, daughter, spouse, or most intimate friend, he is not to be spared. The fact that a first-born son is the child of an unloved wife is not reason to deny him the right of first-born. (We remember Jacob’s preference for Joseph because he was Rachel’s child. We recall too, that it was Leah’s progeny through whom the Messiah came.)



2. Women. Women do not fare too well, though they are better off than their neighboring counterparts. We may cringe at the thought of being married to the man who violates her, but it was the woman’s only chance of survival, since a man had a right to stone to death a woman who was not virginal when he married her (remember Joseph’s dilemma with Mary). On the other hand, if he falsely accused her of this offense, he is to be flogged and fined “for publicly defaming a virgin of Israel.” (Later prophets will lament in Yahweh’s name the wrongs done to “the virgin daughter of my People.”)



3. Rights. The series of disparate laws listed in Deuteronomy 24 have in common the objective of preserving a “holy people.” The new husband is not to be called to war, the privacy of even the poor man is to be respected (“You are not to enter his house to seize the pledge”), as are the rights of the foreigner and the orphan, etc. The reasons: What you do must be “an upright action on your part in God’s view,” or “the poor man may appeal to Yahweh against you.”  A holy people is to “remember that you were once a slave in Egypt and that Yahweh your God redeemed you from that.”


The Levirate law safeguards both the woman’s “right” to have a child and the dead brother’s right to progeny who will inherit the portion of the land assigned to him. It also offered to both parents the only form of immortality known to the people of the time: descendants who would live on in the land.


All of these actions are sacred. In the presence of Yahweh, the giver of the third-year tithe is to say, “I have cleared my house of what was consecrated. Yes, I have given it to the Levite, the foreigner, the orphan and the widow, in accordance with all the commandments you have imposed on me, neither going beyond your commandments nor neglecting them. When in mourning, I have not eaten any of it; when unclean, I have taken none of it away; I have given none of it for the dead. I have obeyed the voice of Yahweh, my God and I have behaved in every way you have commanded me. Look down from your holy dwelling, from heaven, and bless your people Israel and the country which you have given us, as you swore to our ancestors, a country flowing with milk and honey.”

V. YAHWEH AND HIS PEOPLE


Finally, when the first fruits are offered on the altar of Yahweh, the Israelite is to remember and claim his history: “My father was a wandering Aramaean, who went down to Egypt with a small group of men, and stayed there, until he there became a great, powerful and numerous nation. The Egyptians ill-treated us, they oppressed us and inflicted harsh slavery on us. But we called on Yahweh, God of our ancestors. Yahweh heard our voice and saw our misery, our toil and our oppression; and Yahweh brought us out of Egypt with mighty hand and outstretched arm, with great terror and with signs and wonders. He brought us here and has given us this country, a country flowing with milk and honey. Hence, I now bring the first fruits of the soil that you, Yahweh, have given me.


What follows is a celebration, a rejoicing in all the good things “that the Lord your God has bestowed on you and your family—you, the Levite and the foreigner living with you…”


If I am here, says the Israelite, it is because God has called me here. If I have fruits to offer, it is because He has given me all. It is He who gives focus and meaning to my life now and who assures my future. It is to this God whose memory is safeguarded in Israel’s history down through the centuries that the dying Jesus dares to say, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.”


Let us ask ourselves, “Is this my attitude?”

* * * * * * *

 QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 27

Deuteronomy 26:16 – 34:12
Day 1

Reread the notes with special attention to passages that raise questions. Is there any reflection that you would like to share with the group?

Day 2

Read Deuteronomy 26:16-19.


a.
Where in our earlier Deuteronomy study has verse 16b occurred? Do you remember who repeats them in the New Testament? Can you give the text from there?


b.
What word indicates that the setting for the Covenant recorded here was later than the earlier recording of the Covenant?


c.
Read Deuteronomy 27. What was the purpose of the twelve curses recorded here?


d.
What does this section say about the culture of the area?



About the Israelites?

Day 3

Read Deuteronomy 28.


a.
Find the words from Deuteronomy 28:4 that are also found  in Luke 1:26-45. Who says these words there and to whom? When do we say them?


b.
In this chapter, what seems to be the tactic Moses (God through Moses) uses to impress the Covenant Law upon the People?


c.
Why was this so important at this place and time?


d.
Would you recommend it today? Why?

Day 4

Read Deuteronomy 29.


a.
In verses 9-12, what motive does Moses give for God’s “sanction of a curse” mentioned in verse 12?


b.
Have you ever said or used this motive when disciplining children? Is it an effective one? Why?


c.
Read Deuteronomy 30. See Nehemiah 1:1-11 and 2:1-6 for one fulfillment of this. What does this promise and fulfillment say to you about God’s character? How does it agree with Deuteronomy 29:12?


d.
What do you learn about the importance of one person’s prayer in the Nehemiah passage? Apply it to a modern situation.

Day 5

Read Deuteronomy 31.


a.
What words does God repeat several times in this chapter? Find them again in Joshua 1:1-9. What assurances and reasons does God give Moses and Joshua to help their courage?


b.
How can you apply God’s words here to your life? How can they help you in the trials you meet?

Day 6

Read Deuteronomy 32 through 34.


a.
What is the main content of Deuteronomy 32?


b.
What indications are there that it was probably composed at a later time?


c.
In Deuteronomy 34, how does verse 9 correspond to the Christian Church?
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