
Theme. Deuteronomy’s theme, indicated by its title meaning second law, is
reiteration, explanation, renewal, recommitment. We often need to go back to our
vows, rekindle our passion, renew our covenant, and rediscover our commitment.
Spiritual growth, our instruction in the word and the way of God, is not always
forward, if indeed it is ever forward. It is instead often back, perhaps even always
back, to the Ancient of Days. God does not issue new edict after new principle after
new command. His Word was instead with him at the beginning. His instruction is
thus always a reminder of who he was, who he is, and who he will always be. God
calls us back to him out of our wandering, so that we can walk with him into his
promised land. Deuteronomy is that kind of call back, a return to roots that have
always been there and that go so deep as never to leave us nor forsake us.

Author. Deuteronomy 1:1 begins, “These are the words that Moses spoke to all
Israel,” while Deuteronomy 31:24 ends that “Moses finished writing in a book this
law from beginning to end” before commanding the Israelites to place the book
beside the ark of the covenant as a witness against them. In between, Deuteronomy
4:44 and 29:1 confirm Moses as Deuteronomy’s author or at least the one who
related the book’s words. Thus, what one concludes of the authorship of the Torah’s
first four books, one may also conclude about Deuteronomy’s authorship. Scriptural
reference, content, and tradition credit Moses with authoring Deuteronomy under
the Spirit’s inspiration, excepting of course its last section describing Moses’
demise. As with the Torah’s other books, Moses had the strongest basis for writing
Deuteronomy, his own speech, just before the time of his death somewhere between
1407 B.C. and 1271 B.C., making Deuteronomy extant for well over a thousand
years before Christ. As with the Torah’s other four books, some modern scholars
date Deuteronomy’s compilation to a significantly later date, though still hundreds
of years before Christ. That Old and New Testament verses attribute Deuteronomy’s
laws to Moses, including Matthew 19:7 recording Jesus’s own attribution of one
such command specifically to Moses, makes sensible attributing Deuteronomy to
Moses. Whether Moses literally wrote Deuteronomy or later writers compiled what
Moses heard from God and spoke to the Israelites should not greatly affect your
reading of Deuteronomy. Tradition ascribes to Joshua’s authorship Moses’ obituary
at the end of Deuteronomy, although Aaron’s son Eleazar the high priest, the
prophet Samuel, and even the much-later scribe Ezra are other candidates, and
Moses himself may even have dictated it nearing his demise.

Context. As the Torah’s last of five books, Deuteronomy summarizes and
restates what God has taught the Israelites at Mount Sinai and in their wilderness
wanderings. The adult generation that rebelled against God, when God had led them
to the promised land, had died off in their forty-year banishment to the wilderness.



The children of that generation then stood again at the promised land’s entrance,
this time wilderness-hardened, ready to take the promised land. But before they did
so, God recommitted them to do what their parents had failed to do. They needed
God’s instruction, as every generation needs God’s instruction. Deuteronomy thus
stands between the test and the reward of wilderness wandering. Read its law
summary in that rich context of the Bible’s grand narrative.

Structure. Deuteronomy’s form is an exhortation by Moses to the Israelites as
they prepare to enter the promised land under his successor Joshua’s command.
Moses’ speech takes three parts: past, present, and future. In Deuteronomy’s first
four chapters, Moses encouraged the Israelites to remember God’s faithfulness in
the past. God had demonstrated, not just promised, his loving care. Moses then
spent the greater part of Deuteronomy, chapters five through twenty-six, warning
the Israelites to respect God’s holiness in the present, keeping his decrees to enjoy
life. Moses organized that warning around the Shema’s four pillars, recorded in
Deuteronomy 6:4-9, that God is one, we are to love God with all our heart, we are
to impress his love on our children, and we must not forget these things. For his last
exhortation, recorded in Deuteronomy’s chapters twenty-seven to thirty-four, Moses
admonished the Israelites as to the future. First, the promised land belongs to God’s
people, but second, his people must obey God alone. Recall Deuteronomy’s
structure, even as you explore its detail.

Key Events. Deuteronomy’s central event is Moses’ one long address to Israel, in
which a dozen times Moses repeats that all Israel must hear and heed his words.
Embedded within that address at Deuteronomy 6:4 is an especially important
moment when Moses begins, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.
Love the Lord with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.”
This passage, known as the Shema, meaning not just to hear but to embrace and
obey, remains the Jews’ core confession of faith, one repeated countless times while
kept on one’s mind throughout one’s day. Another key moment occurs in
Deuteronomy 5 when Moses repeats the Ten Commandments. Moses begins to
wind up his long address in chapters twenty-seven and twenty-eight with blessings
for obedience and curses for disobedience, renewing the covenant in chapter thirty,
designating Joshua as his successor in chapter thirty-one, and singing Israel a long
song in chapter thirty-two. Deuteronomy 34 records its last key event, the death of
Moses within sight of the promised land.

Key Locations. Deuteronomy has one primary location, where Moses’ gave his
speech to the Israelites on Moab’s plains east of the Jordan River, at the northern
head of the Dead Sea. Israel’s wanderings were done, having taken them north all
the way from Mount Sinai in the Peninsula’s southern region, through Moab to the



Dead Sea’s east, up to the plain and mountains east of the Jordan River north of the
Dead Sea. Deuteronomy 34 records the death of Moses atop Mount Nebo, in
Moab’s plains, in view of Jericho. But before Moses’ death, the Lord showed
Moses from the top of Mount Nebo the whole of the promised land, “all the land of
Judah as far as the Mediterranean Sea….” Deuteronomy’s panorama is in that sense
spectacular, hearkening to God’s own mountain-top garden Eden, lost so long ago
to humankind but visible once again in God’s embrace.

Revelation of Christ. Moses, the rescuer who drew Israel out of its slavery,
prefigures Christ. We see Christ in the course, purpose, and accomplishment of
Moses’ life, leading Israel through the wilderness to the promised land. Yet Christ
had to die on a hilltop, in sight of his Father’s embrace, to accomplish his profound
purpose of delivering his followers into his Father’s paradise. And so, Deuteronomy
traces the life of Moses to his own death atop a mountaintop in sight of the
promised land, as he delivered his people into that land. In Moses’ grand
exhortation, retracing Israel’s history and path while repeating the terms of God’s
curse and blessing, ending in Moses’ deliverance in death, Deuteronomy is a
summation of the pattern of Christ’s own life. Deuteronomy contains other
prophetic Christ references, including Deuteronomy 21:23 that God’s curse would
someday die on a pole, Christ’s cross. Jesus also quoted Deuteronomy more than
any other Bible book. Though a law book, Deuteronomy surrounds its law with
God’s grace, the gospel message.

Application. Deuteronomy 30:19-20 crystalizes its application. Unlike God’s
unilateral promise in Genesis to bless Abraham, God’s assurance in Deuteronomy
of blessing involves a bilateral obligation. Here, we have something to do, even
while God surely does his part. And so in that passage, Moses exhorts that having
his blessing and curse before us, and the life and death that they contrastingly augur,
we must “choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may
love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him.” The Lord is our
life, Moses reveals, a God who wants us in his promised land with him. We have
one thing to do and one thing only, which is to hold fast to God, cling to God, in
whom we have everything. Our obedience to God’s laws, as Deuteronomy so
thoroughly explicates them, is thus a response to God’s gracious embrace.
Deuteronomy’s application, like the gospel message itself, is to obey a loving and
forgiving God rather than to negotiate impossibly with a harsh judge.

Memory Verses. 5:6-21: The Ten Commandments. 6:4-9: “Hear, O Israel:
The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you
today are to be on your hearts.  Impress them on your children. Talk about them



when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and
when you get up.  Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your
foreheads.  Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” 9:6:
“It is not because of your righteousness that the Lord your God is giving you this
good land to possess….” 12:8: “You are not to do as we do here today, everyone
doing as they see fit….” 25:4: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the
grain.” 29:29: “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things
revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words
of this law.” 32:39: “See now that I myself am he! There is no god besides me.”


