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27 A Ceremony to Ratify the Covenant in Canaan

Moses, Israel’s elders, and the Levitical priests instruct the people to ratify their covenant with God soon after they
enter Canaan in a ceremony similar to the sealing of secular treaties in the ancient Near East (see “Covenants”
[141–44]). First, they must record the law (the commandments in chs. 12–26) on lime-plastered stones and display
them on Mount Ebal, near the centrally located city of Shechem. Next, they must make peace offerings to God on an
altar built not according to Canaanite custom but according to divine instruction (cf. Exod. 20:25–26). Finally, six tribes
stationed on Mount Gerizim shall pronounce blessings on the nation, and the other six, on Mount Ebal, shall
pronounce the covenantal curses (cf. 11:26–29; Josh. 8:30–35).
The text records only the 12 curses to be uttered and to which the people must consent with an acknowledging
“amen” (“let it be so”). The curses single out transgressions of the second, fifth, sixth, and possibly eighth of the
Ten Commandments, which prohibit making idols, dishonoring parents, murder, and theft. The curses also take up
the themes of caring for society’s weak and of sexual purity, particularly regarding familial relationships. Verse 26
covers the remainder of the Deuteronomic commandments under the general designation of “law.”
28 Blessings and Curses

By spelling out the covenantal sanctions, chapter 28 rounds out the ancient Near Eastern treaty structure of
Deuteronomy. This section devotes the majority of space to the curses, which speak in both personal and communal
terms in detailing the ways in which disobedience to the covenant will result in conditions exactly opposite to the
blessings promised for faithfulness.
Verses 1–14 focus on the abundant fertility of land, animals, and the people themselves in outlining the prosperity
that covenantal obedience will produce at all times and in all ways. This emphasis elevates God’s power over the
Canaanite deity, Baal’s supposed realm of rule. In addition to the blessings of land and progeny (vv. 8, 11), the
promises of protection from enemies and blessing on other nations (vv. 7, 12) hark back to God’s promise to Abram
(Gen. 12:1–3). These blessings, which bring life in its fullest sense, embody what it means for God to claim the
Israelites as his own people (v. 9).

The next 54 verses detail the deathly consequences of covenantal disobedience. The curses in verses 15–19 parallel
the general blessings in verses 2–6. The curses also warn of divinely sent illnesses and plagues that recall the
punishments God poured out on the Egyptians prior to the exodus (vv. 21–22, 58–61). Confusion, vulnerability,
heartache, and fear will add to life’s miseries (vv. 28–34, 65–67). Exile will reduce the Israelites to their pre-elected
state: vassals to a foreign power and subject to powerless idols (v. 36, 49–52, 64). God will render the Israelites’ labors
and possessions useless in his quest to destroy the nation (vv. 38–48).
Israel’s besiegement by a foreign power will produce famine, which will cause the abominable behavior of parents’
killing and eating their own children (vv. 53–55; cf. Jer. 19:9). Family discord will become the norm in previously
harmonious households (vv. 54–57). The nation will be reduced in number, and those who remain will not even be

able to sell themselves as slaves in a foreign country (v. 68). God will take as much delight in destroying his
disobedient people as he does in prospering an obedient nation (v. 63).

29–30 Moses Presents a Choice

Moses’ third speech resumes several themes from his discourses in chapters 1–11. Here he appeals to Israel’s history
in reminding them not only of the wonders God has worked on their behalf but also of God’s power to bring about
both the blessings and curses of the covenant. Moses’ words confirm that the Law applies to the present generation
as well as to coming generations (29:10–15; cf. 5:3). He summarizes the devastating consequences of unfaithfulness
(29:18–28) yet inspires hope for restored blessings to a repentant Israel, even in the event that God must punish them
for disobedience to the full extent warned in the covenantal curses (30:1–10).

Moses points out the clarity and accessibility of the Law, thereby placing direct responsibility on the Israelites for their
actions regarding the covenant (30:11–14). Though God’s plans for the future remain hidden, the Israelites know and
understand what God expects of them now (29:29), and God himself will enable the Israelites to honor him through
covenantal faithfulness (30:6; cf. 10:12, 16); therefore, disobedience will prove nothing but deliberate. Moses sets
before the Israelites the choice between life and death and concludes with a hopeful reminder of God’s covenantal
promises to Israel’s ancestors, the patriarchs (30:15–20).
31 Moses’ Final Acts

Moses announces his impending death and endorses Joshua as the Israelites’ military leader in taking possession of
Canaan. In his charge to the nation as a whole and to Joshua individually, Moses inspires courage and trust in God’s
promises based on God’s past faithfulness to his people.

Moses entrusts the written law to the priests and Israel’s elders. To ensure the education of future generations in the
covenantal provisions and requirements, he commands the reading of the Law to the Israelite assembly every
Sabbatical Year at the Feast of Booths.

God meets Moses and Joshua at the tabernacle and foretells Israel’s future unfaithfulness through worship of other
gods. Despite knowing what lies ahead, God gives Joshua marching orders to lead the Israelites in possessing the
promised land and pledges his presence with him.

Moses places the book of the Law beside the ark of the covenant as a witness against the Israelites’ future
disobedience and prepares to teach the assembly a divinely inspired song that will serve the same purpose.
32:1–47 The Song of Moses

The poetic form of Moses’ song enables its memorization by the Israelites, who like their contemporaries passed on
much of their historical traditions orally. Following the format of an ancient Near Eastern covenantal lawsuit, the Song
begins with the invocation of witnesses to the proceedings (heaven and earth, v. 1). Verses 4–6 summarize the reason
for the lawsuit—Israel’s disobedience. Verses 7–14 detail God’s election of Israel and his loving care for them. The
indictment of Jeshurun (a poetic name of Israel) for her irrational and unnatural idolatry appears in vv. 15–18, and
vv. 19–25 hand down the guilty verdict and a bitter sentence that recalls the covenantal curses detailed in 28:15–68.
The remainder of the Song departs from the lawsuit format by adding a final section that rules out the Israelites’
complete destruction. Though God will use Israel’s enemies to punish his people, he will curb their penalty
(vv. 26–27). When Israel sinks to the bottom, when the false gods they have foolishly pursued fail them, God will rise
up to avenge his people against their spiritually ignorant enemies and vindicate his name (vv. 28–43). The punishment
and restoration foretold here point to the 70-year Babylonian exile and return of Israel to Canaan in 538.

32:48–52 God’s Final Instructions to Moses

God instructs Moses to climb Mount Nebo to catch a glimpse of Canaan before he dies on that mountain, as Aaron did
on Mount Hor. The brothers’ punishment for failing to honor God at Meribah barred them from entering the promised
land (Num. 20:1–13).
33 The Blessing of Moses

Moses assumes the role of “father” to the nation of Israel as he blesses each of the 12 tribes before he dies (cf.
Genesis 49). The hopes and prayers that the blessings convey presuppose Israel’s covenantal obedience and anticipate
the fulfillment of God’s promises of possessing Canaan and prospering in it. Reference to Moses in the third person (v.
4) may signal that verses 4–5 represent a response by the assembly to Moses’ opening words.

Reuben’s short blessing reflects Jacob’s dying sentence on him (Gen. 49:3–4) and may be viewed against the backdrop
of Korah’s rebellion, in which the Reubenites Dathan and Abiram participated (Numbers 16).

The absence of Simeon from the list probably reflects that tribe’s absorption into the tribe of Judah near the
beginning of Israel’s settled life in Canaan. In this case, Judah’s blessing would include Simeon as well (v. 7). The
phrase, “bring him to his people,” may be a prayer for a reunited kingdom. (The northern tribes split off from Judah
and Simeon following Solomon’s death in the late 10th century and formed the kingdom of Israel as distinct from the
southern kingdom of Judah.)

The blessing of Benjamin appears to hint at God’s choice of Jerusalem as the location for the tabernacle (and later the
temple). God’s dwelling “between his shoulders” seems to picture the mountain ridges of this hill-country site in
Benjamite territory.

Joseph’s blessing acknowledges that he ranks first among his brothers (v. 16) and wishes the abundance of nature,
military success, and numerical increase on his tribe, which inherited the names of his sons, Ephraim and Manasseh.
Part of Manasseh settled east of the Jordan River, as did Gad, whose blessing praises this tribe for their brotherly aid
in conquering the promised land proper (cf. Numbers 32).
34 The Death of Moses

After ascending Mount Nebo and viewing the expanse of land God promised to the patriarchs, the central figure in the
books of Exodus through Deuteronomy dies east of the Jordan in Moab. This chapter refers to Moses in the third
person and praises him for his exceptional prophetic role, arguing against its authorship by Moses.
Moses had known of his fate for some time (Num. 20:12; 27:12–14). While the great prophet ultimately would not
escape punishment for his sin at Meribah, God continued to bless him with good health in old age and honors him in
death with a divine burial (vv. 6–7). The Israelites mourn him for 30 days and then embrace the leadership of his
successor, Joshua, who inherits Moses’ spirit of wisdom (v. 9). Moses’ epitaph singles him out as a unique figure in
Israel’s history (vv. 10–12).

Deuteronomy closes with a new generation of Israelites prepared to take possession of Canaan under a new leader
chosen by God to further his work of redeeming sinful humanity. The record of this redemptive history begins in
Genesis immediately after the fall. Thus, the Pentateuch as a whole provides hope for the restoration of humankind’s
intimate relationship with the God who lives in their midst—a relationship lost through sin in Eden and made possible
by Israel’s covenantal obedience in a new garden—the promised land flowing with milk and honey.1
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