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Publisher’s Note
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in defining and articulating its distinctive approach and in securing 
theologians to write for it. Bill’s own commentary for the series was 
the last thing he wrote, and Westminster John Knox Press dedicates 
the entire series to his memory with affection and gratitude.

William C. Placher, lafollette Distinguished Professor in Humani-
ties at Wabash College, spent thirty-four years as one of Wabash 
College’s most popular teachers. A summa cum laude graduate of 
Wabash in 1970, he earned his master’s degree in philosophy in 
1974 and his PhD in 1975, both from yale university. in 2002 the 
American Academy of religion honored him with the excellence 
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including A History of Christian Theology, The Triune God, The 
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nerable God, and Unapologetic Theology. He also edited the volume 
Essentials of Christian Theology, which was named as one of 2004’s 
most outstanding books by both The Christian Century and Chris
tianity Today magazines.
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Series Introduction

Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible is a series from West-
minster John Knox Press featuring biblical commentaries written 
by theologians. The writers of this series share Karl Barth’s concern 
that, insofar as their usefulness to pastors goes, most modern com-
mentaries are “no commentary at all, but merely the first step toward 
a commentary.” Historical-critical approaches to Scripture rule out 
some readings and commend others, but such methods only begin 
to help theological reflection and the preaching of the Word. By 
themselves, they do not convey the powerful sense of God’s merci-
ful presence that calls Christians to repentance and praise; they do 
not bring the church fully forward in the life of discipleship. it is to 
such tasks that theologians are called. 

for several generations, however, professional theologians in 
north America and europe have not been writing commentaries 
on the Christian Scriptures. The specialization of professional disci-
plines and the expectations of theological academies about the kind 
of writing that theologians should do, as well as many of the direc-
tions in which contemporary theology itself has gone, have contrib-
uted to this dearth of theological commentaries. This is a relatively 
new phenomenon; until the last century or two, the church’s great 
theologians also routinely saw themselves as biblical interpreters. 
The gap between the fields is a loss for both the church and the disci-
pline of theology itself. By inviting forty contemporary theologians 
to wrestle deeply with particular texts of Scripture, the editors of this 
series hope not only to provide new theological resources for the 
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church but also to encourage all theologians to pay more attention 
to Scripture and the life of the church in their writings.

We are grateful to the louisville institute, which provided fund-
ing for a consultation in June 2007. We invited theologians, pastors, 
and biblical scholars to join us in a conversation about what this 
series could contribute to the life of the church. The time was pro-
vocative and the results were rich. much of the series’ shape owes 
to the insights of these skilled and faithful interpreters, who sought 
to describe a way to write a commentary that served the theological 
needs of the church and its pastors with relevance, historical accu-
racy, and theological depth. The passion of these participants guided 
us in creating this series and lives on in the volumes.

As theologians, the authors will be interested much less in the 
matters of form, authorship, historical setting, social context, and 
philology—the very issues that are often of primary concern to criti-
cal biblical scholars. instead, this series’ authors will seek to explain 
the theological importance of the texts for the church today, using 
biblical scholarship as needed for such explication but without  
any attempt to cover all of the topics of the usual modern biblical 
commentary. This thirty-six-volume series will provide passage-
by-passage commentary on all the books of the Protestant biblical 
canon, with more extensive attention given to passages of particular 
theological significance.

The authors’ chief dialogue will be with the church’s creeds, prac-
tices, and hymns; with the history of faithful interpretation and use 
of the Scriptures; with the categories and concepts of theology; and 
with contemporary culture in both “high” and popular forms. each 
volume will begin with a discussion of why the church needs this 
book and why we need it now, in order to ground all of the com-
mentary in contemporary relevance. Throughout each volume, text 
boxes will highlight the voices of ancient and modern interpreters 
from the global communities of faith, and occasional essays will 
allow deeper reflection on the key theological concepts of these bib-
lical books.

The authors of this commentary series are theologians of the 
church who embrace a variety of confessional and theological per-
spectives. The group of authors assembled for this series represents 

SERIES INTRODuCTION
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more diversity of race, ethnicity, and gender than any other com-
mentary series. They approach the larger Christian tradition with a 
critical respect, seeking to reclaim its riches and at the same time to 
acknowledge its shortcomings. The authors also aim to make avail-
able to readers a wide range of contemporary theological voices 
from many parts of the world. While it does recover an older genre 
of writing, this series is not an attempt to retrieve some idealized 
past. These commentaries have learned from tradition, but they are 
most importantly commentaries for today. The authors share the 
conviction that their work will be more contemporary, more faith-
ful, and more radical, to the extent that it is more biblical, honestly 
wrestling with the texts of the Scriptures. 

William C. Placher
Amy Plantinga Pauw

SERIES INTRODuCTION
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Introduction:  
Why Deuteronomy? Why Now?

The word is very near to you; it is in your mouth  
and in your heart for you to observe. 

(Deut. 30:14)

After journalist David Plotz blogged his way through the Hebrew 
Bible for the Web site Slate.com, Christian readers encouraged him 
to blog the new testament as well. Plotz explained that as a Jew, 
he was hesitant to comment on Christian Scriptures. “Similarly,” 
he wrote, “i’m not sure a Christian would [be] comfortable writing 
about the israelites and the God of the Hebrew Bible.”1

it’s understandable that Plotz would be reluctant to take up the 
task of interpreting Christian Scripture. At the same time, his state-
ment about Christians and the God of israel suggests that the God 
he’s wrestling with in the Hebrew Bible is different from the one 
Christians call God. Students of church history know that Plotz’s 
perspective echoes the views of second-century church bishop mar-
cion of Sinope. Based on his reading of the new testament, mar-
cion concluded that the Creator God of the old testament was 
other than (and inferior to) the loving, merciful God made known 
in Jesus Christ. Armed with this conviction, marcion called for the 
separation of Christianity and its Scriptures from all things Jewish. 
for marcion it was imperative Christians understand the lawgiver 

1.  “Biblically Speaking: David Plotz discusses Good Book, his chronicle of reading every single 
word of the Bible,” Slate.com, march 4, 2009, www.slate.com/id/2212970/.
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God of the old testament as utterly distinct from the new testa-
ment God of love. 

But the ancient church ruled against marcion and his belief in sep-
arate gods and separate Scriptures for Christians and Jews. marcion 
was deemed a heretic, the church emphasizing instead Christianity’s 
dependence on Judaism and affirming that the old testament is 
indeed the church’s book and that the God of the ten Command-
ments is the same God incarnate in the Word made flesh. 

Despite the church’s official denunciation of marcion’s posi-
tion, the history of Christian interpretation of the old testament is 
replete with marcion-like treatments of the ot God and the bibli-
cal books of the law. from ancient Christian allegorical readings of 
the old testament that ignore the import of the laws and stories 
for Jews and Christians to the current lectionary cycle that bypasses 
almost all ot legal sections, it’s not surprising that marcion’s views 
are still very much in vogue.

enter Deuteronomy, the quintessential ot book of the law. As 
if the book’s focus on law were not reason enough for Christians 
to sidestep the text, Deuteronomy also teems with references to a 
warriorlike God. What, then, are Christians to do with such a book, 
where most of its laws are seen as irrelevant to our contemporary 
context and many of its images of God make us squirm? it’s tempt-
ing simply to agree with marcion that this book should be left to our 
Jewish neighbors while we head for the greener pastures of the new 
testament.

in striving to understand Deuteronomy as the Word of God 
for Christians today, we are helped by the distinction between the 
law and the gospel made by sixteenth-century theologian martin 
luther. for luther and other theologians of the reformation, the 
law signaled much more than commands given through Scripture. 
in Christians’ encounter with God’s Word, the reformers believed, 
any text can speak to us as law—accusing and convicting us of the 
ways we fall short—as well as gospel, that is, the Word of God that 
saves. luther believed that the faith in God’s promises embraced by 
ot figures like moses shares a fundamental similarity with the faith 
embraced by Christians in his own context. Theirs was an expectant 

INTRODuCTION
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faith in God’s promises just as ours still is today. We will see that 
Deuteronomy’s story of moses and the chosen people of God offers 
gospel as well as law to its Christian readers. 

to proclaim that Jews have the law and Christians have the gos-
pel, then, is not only to propagate a mistaken view of Scripture, but 
it also risks paving a path toward anti-Jewish sentiment. if Chris-
tians believe that all we have inherited from Judaism is the law, then 
notions of Christian superiority are not far behind. it is vital that any 
contemporary Christian interpretation of Deuteronomy claim it as 
Christian Scripture in a way that does not deny that it was first, and 
still remains, Jewish Scripture. As biblical scholar Walter Bruegge-
mann notes, even though Christians put the accent on fulfillment 
while Jews accentuate promise, tension between promise and fulfill-
ment is common to both testaments and both faiths.2 

Therefore, Christian commentary on old testament books like 
Deuteronomy can benefit greatly from Jewish interpretations of the 
same Scripture. understanding that Jews refer to Deuteronomy and 
the four biblical books preceding it as torah is an important first step. 
Since nt times, Christians have translated torah as “law,” a necessary 
but insufficient name for the books of the Pentateuch. translated 
more broadly, torah means guidance or instruction. Studying Deu-
teronomy, then, is not simply studying the law; studying Deuteron-
omy means attending to the instruction offered by a dying moses to 
God’s people as they prepared to enter the land God promised them. 

Who wrote the book of Deuteronomy? Jewish and Christian 
thinkers in the ancient and medieval period claimed moses as the 
author of the first five books of the Bible. modern biblical schol-
arship, however, argues for multiple authors of the Pentateuch. 
nineteenth-century biblical scholar Julius Wellhausen proposed 
a four-source theory that argues that Deuteronomy was written 
predominantly by a source he called “the Deuteronomist.” While 
Wellhausen’s four-source theory continues to enjoy strong support, 
uncovering the identity of the Deuteronomist remains an unsettled 

Why Deuteronomy? Why Now?

2.  Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy 
(minneapolis: fortress Press, 1997), 111.
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question. Seen as a school or a movement rather than an individual 
author, the Deuteronomist may have come out of priestly or pro-
phetic circles or from within a group of wisdom teachers. evidence 
exists to support each of these theories of authorship. 

in terms of the dating of the text, most scholars agree that the 
book of Deuteronomy was composed somewhere between the 
eighth and fifth century BCe through a complex editorial process. 
This means that the text’s audience would have been either the isra-
elites who lived under the divided monarchy of the kingdom of 
israel in the north and the kingdom of Judah in the south or the isra-
elites who endured the turbulent years of the northern kingdom’s 
destruction down to their exile in Babylon in 540 BCe. Scholars 
believe that Deuteronomy’s theology directs itself to these contexts, 
for the Deuteronomist is intent on showing that an israelite shift in 
allegiance away from worship of the one God will be responsible 
for their political downfall and loss of the land God promised them. 
many scholars also suggest that chapters 12–26 in Deuteronomy 
(commonly understood as the “law code” section) is actually “the 
book of the law” found during the reign of King Josiah (cf. 2 Kgs. 
22:8-20 ff.) in the seventh century BCe, where the king tears his 
clothes after hearing the book read aloud and calls israel to reform 
and obey the words of the book. 

in our contemporary reading of the book of Deuteronomy, then, 
we can see the Deuteronomist calling on a fractured and exiled israel 
to remember their history, to remember their covenant with the 
God who claimed them, and to understand that this God’s fidelity to 
the covenant brought them out of slavery and will lead them to the 
promised land. The four speeches given by moses within Deuteron-
omy command israel to listen, to hear again the story, to remember 
what their God has done for them, and to obey God’s commands 
so that it will go well for them in the new land. embedded within 
this Deuteronomic theology is also the harsh indictment against a 
people whose disobedience caused the loss of their land. But the 
text offers more than just judgment; it also points to glimpses of 
God’s grace that offer hope to israel for a life of blessing and eventual 
return to the land. 

INTRODuCTION
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Hear Again the Story: The Significance  
of Retelling and Remembering

most Christians likely know very little about Deuteronomy’s retell-
ing of israel’s life between its coming out of egypt and its going into 
the promised land. When it comes to the Pentateuch, Sunday school 
stories of Adam and eve, Joseph and his brothers, and moses leading 
the israelites out of egypt probably are the first that come to mind. 
unlike the pentateuchal books of Genesis through numbers that 
brim with such stories, Deuteronomy is short on stories; in fact, it 
contains almost no action. The narrative is essentially a set of fare-
well speeches by moses in which he retells the story of israel’s lib-
eration from slavery, its wandering through the wilderness, and the 
covenantal relationship with israel’s God within which this history 
occurred. 

And while contemporary Jews who attend synagogue hear the 
entire book of Deuteronomy read aloud each year (along with the 
other four books of the torah), Christians typically hear little to 
none of Deuteronomy read aloud during worship. Those of us who 
attend churches that follow the lectionary hear nine short passages 
within the three-year cycle. for those churches selecting their own 
Scripture readings, Deuteronomy is often bypassed as well. Biblical 
scholar ellen Davis mourns this contemporary Christian practice of 
ignoring large parts of the old testament and suggests that Chris-
tians suffer from a “loss of intimacy” with books like Deuteronomy. 
Davis believes that many ot books hold little authority for Chris-
tians because they’re largely unknown and unread within Christian 
communities.3 

further, theological preoccupation in Christian circles with the 
creation-fall-redemption model of salvation history means that 
what occurs between “fall” and “redemption” often receives scant 

3.  ellen Davis, “losing a friend: The loss of the old testament to the Church,” in Jews, 
Christians, and the Theology of the Hebrew Scriptures, ed. Alice ogden Bellis and Joel S. 
Kaminsky (Atlanta: Society for Biblical literature, 1990).

Why Deuteronomy? Why Now?
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attention.4 Thus Deuteronomy’s recounting of God’s foundational 
relationship with israel, as well as moses’ setting forth laws that form 
the vision of what life should look like in the promised land, remain 
peripheral to what Christians consider the heart of God’s story of 
creation and redemption.

our ignorance of books like 
Deuteronomy risks our missing 
out on insights from the theology 
embedded in moses’ retelling of 
israel’s story, which is the Chris-
tian story as well, since we claim to 
be spiritual descendants of israel. 
moses’ speeches are cast as direct 
addresses; he speaks directly to the 
israelites of today (no fewer than 
twenty-seven times throughout 
the book), telling those gathered 
before him about God’s vision 
of blessing for their future in the 
promised land. rather than simply 
a book of laws, moses’ retelling in 
Deuteronomy is more accurately 
described as a kind of “cateche-

sis,” that is, a passing down to the next generation the fundamen-
tals of the faith as well as the parameters that frame a life lived in 
accord with the promises of God. Deuteronomy is moses’ final set 
of teachings to the whole of israel. The children of israel hear these 
final instructions as they reside temporarily in the plains of moab, 
opposite Jericho, poised to enter Canaan. in this commentary we 
will work to discern the catechetical import of moses’ speech to 
the today of ancient israel; just as importantly we will examine how 
moses’ direct address in that context speaks to the today of twenty-
first-century Christianity. 

We must also attend to the way moses tells the israelites the story 

INTRODuCTION

The placing of the history 
of deliverance (Exodus to 
Numbers) in a framework of 
the two books where blessing 
is the dominant theme 
[Genesis and Deuteronomy] 
is important because it 
shows that the arrangement 
of the Pentateuch, the 
Torah, expresses the close 
relationship between God’s 
saving activity and the 
blessing he bestows. 

Claus Westermann, Blessing in the Bible 
and the Life of the Church, trans. Keith 
Crim (Philadelphia: fortress Press, 
1978), 30. 

4.  neil B. macDonald, Metaphysics and the God of Israel: Systematic Theology of the Old and New 
Testaments (Grand rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 160.
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of their history in Deuteronomy. it is not simply a verbatim rehearsal 
of the story they already know. it is a retelling of israel’s story—the 
exodus being a central theme—for an exiled audience, a story for a 
people who had gained and then lost the land God promised them. 
Given that the reality of exile likely stands as a primary context for 
the hearers of Deuteronomy, Christians need to interpret Scripture 
like Deuteronomy with the knowledge that the world today is still 
engaged in the active production of exiles.5

moses’ words in Deuteronomy repeatedly emphasize the israel-
ites’ straying from God; their disobedience is cited as the primary 
reason for their current state of exile (cf. 4:26–29). At the same time, 
at the heart of Deuteronomy’s theology is an affirmation of the rich 
blessings of life lived in faithful covenantal relationship with God. 
The Deuteronomist insists that it is possible to move from the death 
of exile back to life in right relationship with God (cf. 30:11–20). 
Amidst the harsh judgment for israel embedded in moses’ last 
words are whispers of hope for salvation for this exiled people. Such 
testimonies to hope remain faintly audible in today’s exiled commu-
nities as well.

Deuteronomy as Covenantal Theology  
between Yahweh and Israel

The story of Deuteronomy is the story of a covenant people set in 
a unique and privileged relationship to yahweh. Deuteronomy is 
the only book of the Pentateuch that contains rigidly monotheistic 
claims, such as in 4:35 where we hear that “there is no other besides 
[God].” in commentaries on the Pentateuch, scholars often prefer 
to talk of israel’s relationship to its God as monolatrous rather than 
monotheistic, where a single deity is worshiped without claiming it 
is the only deity (think about God’s admonition to israel in the first 
Commandment: “you shall have no other gods before me” [exod. 
20:3; Deut. 5:7]).6 yet a close reading of Deuteronomy reveals an 

5.  Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 77–78.
6.  laurel Schneider, Beyond Monotheism: A Theology of Multiplicity (new york: routledge, 2008), 

chaps. 2–3.

Why Deuteronomy? Why Now?



8

on-going tension in the view of God as the only one and the view 
of God as the only one for Israel (e.g., see 32:8–9 where different 
peoples are allotted their own gods). While Walter Brueggemann 
acknowledges that it’s not easy for a Christian theological reading of 
the old testament to embrace such an unsettled quality of the text, 
he nevertheless suggests that to resist such tensions is, “more than 
Christology, what Christian supersession looks like today.”7 There-
fore, this commentary seeks to honor the unsettled rendering of the 
one God yahweh within the Deuteronomic text. 

The God of Deuteronomy is not only the God of israel’s ances-
tors, but as moses repeatedly emphasizes, the defining event of the 
relationship between God and the ancient israelites is God’s liberat-
ing them from slavery in egypt and propelling them forward toward 
the promise of their own land. in exodus 19:3–6 we hear of the cre-
ation of the covenant between God and the people of israel. in Deu-
teronomy, the terms of that covenant are expanded and defined, all 
the while anchored in the liberative character of israel’s God.  

Accompanying the expanded discussion of what it means for 
israel to be in covenantal relationship with God is Deuteronomy’s 
deepening of the theme of israel as God’s chosen people (4:37) 
that is introduced in exodus 19:5. The history of interpretation by 
Christian and Jewish readers regarding israel’s chosenness is vast 
and complex. from the time of ancient Christianity forward, the 
church has often been cast as the “new” or “true” israel. Sixteenth-
century reformer John Calvin offers a representative Christian view 
of chosenness when he writes, “The meaning then is, as though 
he had said, ‘moses called formerly your fathers a holy nation, a 
priestly kingdom, and God’s peculiar people; all these high titles do 
now far more justly belong to you [Christians].’”8 further, since the 
time of the Puritans, Americans have invoked the “chosen people” 
status and used it as sanctioning an American exceptionalism that 
has brought harm to many groups, from native Americans to immi-
grants of various backgrounds. While we surely can benefit from 
reflection on what israel’s chosenness means for Christians today, 

INTRODuCTION

7.  Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 111.
8.  John Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles, trans. and ed. John owen (Grand rapids: 

Baker, 1981), 73.
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wholesale cooptation of israel’s distinction as God’s covenantal part-
ner—whether it be as Christians or Americans or both—neglects 
God’s primary relationship with this small band of people, a reality 
that needs to matter to Christians of any age. in this commentary 
we will explore israel’s chosenness while attempting to avoid the 
supersessionist or exceptionalist attitudes that too often accompany 
Christian interpretations of the concept.

Why did God choose israel as God’s own treasured people? Deu-
teronomy emphasizes repeatedly that israel did not become God’s 
covenantal partner based on any merit of its own. indeed, that a god 
of the ancient world would establish a covenant with a tiny band of 
people like israel is a highly peculiar move. As Karl Barth has writ-
ten, “Why is it that God inclined His heart to israel? only one rea-
son: that the lord loved you.”9 

This love of God about which Deuteronomy speaks is beyond 
mere emotion or attitude; it is an expression of God’s inner nature 
and what Barth calls God’s “unsentimental action.”10 God’s love for 
israel’s ancestors, for the present generation, for those who will enter 
into and be exiled from the promised land, is a free and unmerited 
gift.

God’s love for israel led to the creation of a covenant with these 
particular people. it is important to note that a covenant relationship 
is two-sided; it suggests mutual rather than unilateral attention. This 
is why it is vital to understand the guidance and instruction offered 
in torah as set within the context of covenant. The laws that fill the 
pages of Deuteronomy are given to God’s people so that they might 
be blessed, that they might live, and that it might go well with them 
in the land (5:33). The laws center around what life will be like in the 
land promised them by God as they live in response to what God has 
done for them. 

But as central as the land is for israel, the covenant God makes 
with israel does not depend on possession of the land.11 The laws set 

9.  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, iV/2 (london: t. & t. Clark, 2010), 151. 
10.  ibid., 763.
11.  Jeffrey tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 

Society, 1996), xxvii. 
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the parameters for what covenantal living looks like in all its varied 
dimensions. 

for reformation theologians like luther and Calvin, calling Deu-
teronomy the “book of the covenant” also adds a political dimension 
to the story. in order to live well, attention must be paid to ques-
tions of authority, to the ordering of communal life, to who rules and 

how, and to whom the community 
owes its loyalty and allegiance, all 
of which the book of Deuteronomy 
addresses.12 our task in this com-
mentary is to attend to the ways in 
which the political dimensions of 
the laws interact with the social and 
theological dimensions and how 
those interplays affect our inter-
pretation of the concepts of “cov-
enant” and “law” today. 

When we ponder how cov-
enantal thinking should shape 
Christian thought and practice 
in our contemporary lives, we are 
drawn to the affirmation that Deu-
teronomy’s preoccupation with 
the covenant relationship between 

God and israel highlights the inescapable communal nature of 
the people’s relationship with God. Jewish feminist scholar Judith 
Plaskow says it well: “There’s no Jewish way to go off and have an 
individual relationship with God.”13 in the midst of Christian preoc-
cupation with devotional readings of Scripture and a personal rela-
tionship with God, we are called to take notice of Deuteronomy’s 
insistent presentation of the thoroughgoing communal relationship 
that exists between God and the people of israel. Christians grafted 

INTRODuCTION

When we read in Exodus and 
Deuteronomy of the delivery 
to Moses of the law . . . we are 
meant to understand that this 
is not simply a public occasion, 
but the establishment of 
what we would today call 
public policy. The Bible is for 
people, but more than that, 
it is understood to be for the 
ordering of the private and 
the public, the individual 
and the corporate affairs of a 
community of people.

Peter J. Gomes, The Good Book: Reading 
the Bible with Mind and Heart (new 
york: Avon, 1996), 69. 

12.  Patrick miller, Deuteronomy, interpretation: A Bible Commentary for teaching and Preaching 
(louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1990), 14.

13.  Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective (new york: 
Harperone, 1990), 85.
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into this covenant relationship are called to acknowledge that our 
relationship with God is not simply personal; it is also inescapably 
communal. 

Why the Law Matters Today

The law is my delight.
(Ps. 119:77)

Deuteronomy, also known as the fifth book of the law, has two 
Hebrew names, one taken from the first line of the book, “These are 
the words,” and the other, from Deuteronomy 17:18, which talks of 
“a copy of the law.” This second name was translated into the Greek 
Deuteronomion, meaning “second law,” which eventually became the 
latin and later the english name for the book. ironically, the name 
“Deuteronomy” stems from a mistranslation of 17:18, which talks of 
a “copy” rather than the “second” law that it has come to be known.14

in light of the still-prevalent marcionite views in communities of 
faith that the gospel replaces the law, Christians face an uphill strug-
gle in articulating the value of scriptural law for Christians today. it 
is true that Deuteronomy’s representation of the ten Command-
ments continues to be important for Christians, as these commands 
remain central to Jews and Christians alike. Christian theologians 
have long understood the commandments’ catechetical importance. 
martin luther, for instance, introduced his catechetical teachings 
with these words: “every morning i read and say, word for word, the 
ten Commandments, the Creed, the lord’s Prayer. . . . let [them] 
be daily read and practiced in thought and speech.”15 understanding 
that the torah provides guidance and that such guidance is crucial 
to the practice of Christian faith, luther encouraged Christians to 
include meditation on such guidance as part of their daily practice.

14.  tigay, JPS Torah Commentary, xi.
15.  martin luther, “The large Catechism,” in Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church, by robert Kolb, timothy Wengert, and James Schaffer, 2nd ed. 
(minneapolis: fortress Press, 2000), http://bookofconcord.org/lc–1-intro.php.
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And while many of the other statutes and ordinances set forth in 
Deuteronomy are not laws to which Christians—and in many cases, 
Jews—adhere (take the extreme example of the law for parents to 
stone a disobedient son to death in Deuteronomy 21:21), at the 
heart of Deuteronomy’s laws stands the Shema, the command “you 
shall love the lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your might” (6:5). This recitation remains central 
to Jewish prayer and worship. in Christian tradition, Jesus insists that 
the Shema remains “‘the greatest and first commandment’” (matt. 
22:37). While Christians tend to focus on Jesus’ disregard for some 
of the inherited laws of Jewish Scriptures, it is important to recog-
nize Jesus as a torah-abiding Jew who understood the Shema as the 
greatest single commandment. in holding to some Deuteronomistic 
commands and not others, Jesus practiced a type of halachic inter-
pretation, the Jewish practice of ongoing interpretation of scriptural 
laws for a new time and place. Part of our task here is to continue in 
the halachic tradition of Jesus with a contemporary Christian inter-
pretation of Deuteronomy.    

What does that mean for the other laws of Deuteronomy besides 
the ten Commandments and the Shema? many of the laws in chap-
ters 12–26, for instance, seem relegated to an ancient community 
of an ancient time (and even with that contextualization some still 
seem highly problematic). Scholars note their similarity to ancient 
contracts, and most lay readers likely judge many of the statutes—

such as the prohibition against 
wearing different types of fabric 
at the same time in Deuteronomy 
22:11—to be irrelevant to our 
context. 

But there are several reasons why 
these laws still matter to twenty-
first-century Christian readers. 
first, these laws, which represent 
the oldest parts of the text, are set 
within a larger narrative frame-
work. The role played by the laws in 

INTRODuCTION

By electing Israel as a people, 
God inextricably intertwines 
God’s work as Consummator 
with God’s work as Creator. 
For better or for worse, God’s 
consummating work must 
now engage the totality of the 
human condition, including 
its most private and its most 
corporate dimensions. 

r. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel 
and Christian Theology (minneapolis: 
fortress Press, 1996), 123. 
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the story gives us insight into the specific characteristics of life lived 
in covenantal relationship to God. 

Second, how these laws were seen as preserving the life, health, 
and well-being (5:33) of israel deserves our attention. to take just 
one example, we will be asking how the command to “choose life” 
(30:19) in its original context relates to choosing life today. 

Perhaps the most important thing for Christians to understand 
about the law is this: keeping the commands is not intended to be 
an end in itself. At the heart of Deuteronomy’s theology is the claim 
that keeping the commands is how the people receive blessing and 
remain intimately related to God; following the commands is how 
the community maintains its covenant ties. Therefore, following 
God’s commands should be seen as cultivating intimacy with God. 
even as we acknowledge the problematic biases of certain laws—
such as the patriarchal framework underlying laws regarding women 
(e.g., Deut. 21:10–14; 22:13–30)—at the same time a number of 
the laws command special treatment of the most marginalized, limit 
the authority of leaders, and express consistent concern for how 
individual actions affect the community as a whole, all vital issues 
for God’s people of any age.

For the Sake of the Alien, the Widow, the Orphan

Central to israel’s own identity is that of  
strangers in the land of egypt.

living as strangers has too often been the experience of Jewish com-
munities throughout history, and unfortunately it continues to be 
the experience of many ethnic minorities today. in the midst of the 
realities of living as strangers in a strange land, a key affirmation 
in Deuteronomy beckons our attention: that Deuteronomy’s God 
does not gaze impartially on those strangers. rather, as theologian 
Daniel Berrigan claims, “This God plays favorites—those favored 
by no one.”16 The concern expressed for the stranger is at the heart 

16.  Daniel Berrigan, Deuteronomy: No Gods but One (Grand rapids: Wm. B. eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2009), 63.

Why Deuteronomy? Why Now?



14

of torah; therefore, the community of israel is called to care for the 
stranger, widow, and orphan because God cares for them. 

But israel is called to do more than simply reach out to the 
stranger. As we see in Deuteronomy 31:12, the strangers themselves 
are summoned to the same requirements of listening to torah and 
acting on it as the rest of the community is called to do. in other 
words, the strangers are treated like integral members of the com-
munity. This ongoing and dogged concern with the welfare of the 
stranger is a hallmark of israel’s history. And God’s people reflect 
God’s concerns. We see that partiality is endemic to God’s nature, 
and it is an inherent value for israel’s communal structure. At a time 
of national ferment over “the alien” (connoted by the term “illegal 
aliens” to reference immigrants) in our own society, Deuteronomy’s 
powerful vision of inclusion of those at the edges of society should 
give us pause. 

even as we affirm the lavish care displayed in Deuteronomy for 
the most downtrodden, we cannot neglect the persistent tension in 
the text between the preferential treatment of the alien, the widow, 
and the orphan on the one hand and God’s directing israel to slaugh-
ter other tribes on their way to the promised land on the other. 

God and Violence

it is likely that while readers of Deuteronomy are inspired by the 
text’s provocative calls to care for the marginalized, most also find 
themselves at an impasse when it comes to reconciling the God 
who distributes such justice with the God who advocates vengeance 
not only against those outside israel but also against the disobedi-
ent within israel. Whether it is God’s sanctioning the destruction 
of whole communities currently living in Canaan in chapter 7 or 
the haunting recitation of curses in chapter 32, Deuteronomy con-
fronts us with violent dimensions of God’s character that cannot be 
ignored.   

Scholars point out that the text’s words of war may tell us more 
about the time in which Deuteronomy was written than about the 
movement of israel into the land of Canaan. Scholars also suggest 

INTRODuCTION
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that the metaphor of divine warrior is intended by the Deuterono-
mistic writer to be more evocative than descriptive of God’s char-
acter. further, the divine warrior metaphor is just one among many 
used within Deuteronomy’s text. The fact that God is imaged as a 
parent, an eagle, and a shepherd as well as a warrior helps us main-
tain a necessarily wide view of God’s character. We are able to see, 
then, that God as warrior stands in direct tension with a number of 
these other images. 

While such clarifications are important to note, they should not 
lead us to do what mainline Christians often do: ignore, discount, or 
bypass these terrifying texts. We can—and should—contextualize 
these passages, recognizing that it was a vicious time and that such 
passages reflect vicious realities. indeed, it’s tempting for us within 
contemporary mainline Christianity to assert that we’re a long way 
from Jonathan edwards’s fiery Deuteronomy-based vision of God 
when he “comforts” his hearers by telling them that “it is nothing 
but [God’s] mere pleasure that keeps you from being this moment 
swallowed up in everlasting destruction.”17 Surely we have moved 
beyond a puritanical, Deuteronomically inspired view of God? 

Daniel Berrigan, for one, is not so sure. As he meditates on the 
Deuteronomistic text, Berrigan suggests that “a question haunts the 
seeking mind. today, whom does our god resemble? Do we account 
ourselves believers in a better God than is here presented, better 
devotees than these ancestors, more human, compassionate, a thirst 
for justice?” As much as we might want to answer in the affirmative, 
Berrigan follows his question with a scathing response, insisting that 
“Christian history gives any such claim the lie.”18 With such piercing 
analysis comes the realization that the wrathful God cannot be so 
easily dismissed. 

What is the relationship between God’s love and God’s wrath? 
While the biblical text declares, “God is love” (1 John 4:8), there is 
not a corresponding declaration that “God is wrath.”19 But Christians 

17.  Jonathan edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” Christian Classics ethereal 
library, www.ccel.org/ccel/edwards/sermons.sinners.html.

18.  Berrigan, Deuteronomy, 60.
19.  D. A. Carson, “The Wrath of God,” in Engaging the Doctrine of God: Contemporary Protestant 

Perspectives, ed. Bruce mcCormack (Grand rapids: Baker, 2008), 49.
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also need to resist the persistent pull of marcionism that calls for 
rejection of the angry ot God out of deference to the soft, loving 
Jesus. indeed, H. richard niebuhr’s famous statement about how 
liberal theology of the twentieth century led to a God without wrath 
and a Christ without the cross makes clear that violence and wrath 
are integral to the Christian story as well: “A God without wrath 
brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through 
the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”20

While many Christians want to distance themselves from such 
violent images of God, there are persons of faith who use such texts 
to support their claims that a holy war continues even today. Some 
Jewish fundamentalists believe there’s an ongoing holy war about 
reclaiming the whole of the land of israel for Jews alone. Some Chris-
tian fundamentalists agree that a holy war is being fought today but 
understand the land’s role in a more provisional way. for Christian 
fundamentalists, the holy war is more often cosmic in scope—the 
battle is between God and the devil—and it foretells a cosmic war of 
good versus evil that God will wage—and God will win for Christ.21 
for such persons of faith the claims that God is a warrior are central 
to God’s identity.

Where does this leave us with respect to God’s violent acts in 
Deuteronomy? if we want to assert that God still speaks to God’s 
people through Scripture today, we must also acknowledge that it 
takes hard work to interpret God’s message for us. The God of Deu-
teronomy—indeed the God of the Bible in its entirety—is irre-
ducibly compassionate and wrathful, just and vengeful, loving and 
destructive toward God’s own creation. 

We are left with the fact that there’s no getting around God’s 
wrath. But along with the acknowledgment that wrath is an aspect 
of God’s nature, there’s more to say. first, God’s wrath should not be 
seen as wholly problematic. As liberation theologians have taught us, 
a God without wrath does not plan to do much liberating. indeed, 
that God’s anger is kindled when harm is done to the least among us 

20.  H. richard niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (middletown, Ct: Wesleyan university 
Press, 1988), 193. 

21.  Charles Kimball, When Religion Becomes Evil: Five Warning Signs (San francisco: Harperone, 
2008), 156.
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not only gives us hope that earthly injustices don’t have the last word 
but also insight into God’s compassionate nature.

Second, that the text reports God as saying, “Vengeance is mine” 
implies it’s not ours.22 even in the midst of disturbing portraits of 
God in Deuteronomy, the text is unequivocal: vengeance is not to 
be israel’s. from the specified number of lashes—and no more—
as appropriate punishment to fit the crime (cf. 25:2–3) to israel’s 
reported victories over other tribes, we glimpse calls for restraint 
amidst the harshness. no license is given to extravagant punish-
ment, no validation of racial or ethnic superiority on israel’s part. 
The text repeatedly insists that it is not up to israel to decide whom 
or when to fight—that decision is God’s alone.

Third, Deuteronomy seems to advocate something similar to 
what Paul tillich called Protestant principle: allegiance to anything 
other than what is ultimate—to anything other than God—leads to 
death. one of the most disturbing sections of Deuteronomy comes 
toward the end, where a terrifying litany of curses in chapters 28 
and 29 outlines what will happen if israel disobeys God, up to and 
even including God’s blotting out their names from under heaven 
(29:20). As tillich suggests, to follow anything else—whether it 
be wealth, coveting what is not yours, lust, and so forth—leads to 
death. “Choosing life” requires a life lived where God remains at the 
center.23

There is no easy resolution to the multiple portraits of the God 
of Deuteronomy. in the end, after all the curses and stories of God’s 
wrath being visited on israel and others, Deuteronomy concludes 
with passages that assert that the scales are tipped, however slightly, 
to life, to mercy, to grace. What permeates the final section of the 
book is the ongoing tension between the call to human obedience 
of God’s commands and the promise that God will give the gift of 
obedience. That life—and obedience—are finally in God’s hands 
means that life is first and last a gift, that the land promised the cho-
sen people is a gift, that God stands with a little band of unknowns 

22.  Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 518.
23.  Paul tillich, The Protestant Era (Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 1959).
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based on no merit of their own, and with the alien, the widow, and 
the orphan who are all beloved in the eyes of God.

According to Deuteronomy, our obedience itself can’t bring 
about God’s promised future—indeed, the text affirms that God will 
create a change in our hearts (Deut. 30:6)—nevertheless, the words 
and laws of Deuteronomy demonstrate that it does matter how we 
live. As people of God we are called to follow faithfully the will of 
God in our lives, and when we don’t, it often feels like a curse. in the 
end, though, we are summoned to choose life, to choose God.

Death of Moses as Human Story

finally, we cannot ignore that alongside Deuteronomy’s call to 
choose life is the story of the death of moses. That this final book of 
the Pentateuch is also moses’ final book has great bearing on how 
the text is interpreted. The story of moses, the most important char-
acter of the Pentateuch and perhaps of the entire old testament, 
reaches its dramatic conclusion in Deuteronomy. And in the full 
sweep of the story, moses, the resistant leader and one-time mur-
derer, plays the role of liberator, reluctant prophet, teacher, and 
mediator between the people and their God.

At the climax of Deuteronomy’s story of moses lies chapter 34, 
where he dies without setting foot in the promised land. That his 
story ends without moses’ entry into the promised land has been 
viewed from numerous angles, sometimes interpreted as God’s cruel 
joke on moses, at other times viewed as a sign of failure for moses 
or as punishment for his sins. from fourth-century theologian 
Gregory of nyssa to the modern psychological interpretation of Sig-
mund freud and the contemporary therapeutic handling of moses 
as model of coping with crisis and disappointment by rabbi Harold 
Kushner, the character of moses has been a lightning rod for reflec-
tion on faith, obedience, human potential, and leadership. Within 
the American context, key historical figures like George Washing-
ton, Harriet tubman, Abraham lincoln, and, most recently and per-
haps most profoundly, martin luther King Jr. have been called the 
moses of their time, leading people from bondage into freedom. But 
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the fact that moses did not get to the promised land himself remains 
an insistent challenge to any tidy portrait of moses or his protégés. 
Amid the broad range of interpretations of moses’ death outside the 
land, early-twentieth-century German writer franz Kafka’s stands as 
one of the most poignant:

moses is on the track of Canaan all his life; it is incredible that 
he should see the land only when on the verge of death. This 
dying vision of it can only be intended to illustrate how incom-
plete a moment is human life. . . . moses fails to enter Canaan 
not because his life was too short but because it is a human 
life.24

Theological reflection on moses as paradigmatic of the spiritual 
life, a life devoted to God, and at the same time a flawed, limited life 
with tragic dimensions to it, offers profound insight into the human 
condition. in the pages of Deuteronomy we find the dramatic con-
clusion to one of the most powerful stories of the Bible, one that 
speaks to the deeply human issues of limits, brokenness, and incom-
pleteness along with evidence of faithful obedience to “choose life,” 
as moses implores the people to do in his final speech to them. 
moses is not an ideal character; indeed, that his human failings mix 
with his successes is what draws us to his story and to the wider story 
that is Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy 30:14 implores us to keep the 
story in our mouth and in our heart as we strive to live in faithful 
obedience to God’s living Word. may our reading and reflecting on 
Deuteronomy help us choose life in the midst of the constant threat 
of death.

24.  franz Kafka, Diaries 1914–1923, ed. max Brod, trans. martin Greenberg and Hannah Arendt 
(new york: Schocken, 1965), 195–96, as quoted in Dennis olson, Deuteronomy and the 
Death of Moses: A Theological Reading (minneapolis: Augsburg fortress, 1994), 159.
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