
Lesson	#2	
History	Re-imagined	

(1:	5	–	3:	29)	
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Deuteronomy	is	the	fi/h	book	of	the	Pentateuch,	the	final	book	of	the	Torah	
and	the	last	of	the	“five	books	of	Moses.”		As	the	closing	book	of	the	Torah,	
Deuteronomy	is	much	more	that	a	simple	“retelling”	of	the	Law;	rather,	it	is	
a	daring	oraEon	that	recapitulates	the	forty	years	in	the	wilderness;	an	
exhortaEon	to	observe	the	Law	if	the	Israelites	wish	to	possess	the	land	God	
has	given	them;	and	a	reminder	that	if	they	disobey	the	Law	and	lose	the	
land,	only	repentance	will	bring	them	back	to	it.		

Although	Deuteronomy	completes	the	Torah,	fiIng	perfectly	into	the	
canonical	structure	of	the	Hebrew	Scriptures,	its	perspecEve	seems	to	be	
that	of	looking	back	upon	history,	knowing	the	catastrophic	events	that	
unfold	between	Israel’s	conquest	of	the	land	in	Joshua	(c.	1406	B.C.)	and	of	
their	losing	it	to	the	Assyrians	(722	B.C.)	and	Babylonians	(586	B.C.).	

Lesson	#1	placed	Deuteronomy	within	its	proper	canonical	context,	while	
also	asking	how	Deuteronomy	came	to	be	wri\en	and	how	its	unique	
perspecEve	on	history	operates.	
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In	Lesson	#2	we	conEnue	Moses’	first	discourse,	as	he	recounts	
for	the	new	generaEon	how	the	Israelites	moved	out	from	Mt.	
Sinai;	how	he	appointed	the	community’s	leaders;	how	he	sent	
the	spies	out	to	reconnoiter	the	land	of	Canaan;	their	return	
with	a	negaEve	report;	the	u\er	failure	of	the	first	generaEon;	
and	the	promise	of	the	new	generaEon.	

All	of	this	is	past	history,	of	course;	yet,	Moses	tells	the	story	as	
if	the	new	generaEon	had	been	present;		indeed,	he	holds	them	
accountable	for	the	failures	of	their	fathers	and	he	warns	them	
of	future	catastrophes.				

What’s	going	on	here?	
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“Moses	Receiving	and	Teaching	the	Law,”	Mou?er-Grandval	Bible		
(illuminaEon	on	parchment,	Add.	Ms	10546,	fol.	25v),	c.	840.	

BriEsh	Library,	London.	
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        “These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel 
beyond the Jordan in the wilderness, in the Arabah, 
opposite Suph, between Paran and Tophel, Laban, 
Hazeroth, and Dizahab.  It is a journey of eleven days 
from Horeb to Kadesh-barnea by way of the highlands of 
Seir. 

In the fortieth year, on the first day of the eleventh 
month, Moses spoke to the Israelites according to all that 
the Lord had commanded him to speak to them, after he 
had defeated Sihon, king of the Amorites, who reigned in 
Heshbon, and Og, king of Bashan, who reigned in 
Ashtaroth and in Edrei.” 

       (Deuteronomy 1: 1-4) 



Moses	is	the	towering	figure	of	the	Hebrew	
Scriptures,	the	prophet	par	excellence	
“whom	the	Lord	knew	face	to	face”	(34:	
10).		The	Hebrew	Scriptures	menEon	his	
name	718	Emes;	the	New	Testament,	85	
Emes.			

In	the	Gospels	Moses	appears	with	Elijah	as	
the	two	heavenly	witnesses	at	the	
TransfiguraEon,	validaEng	Jesus’	idenEty	as	
the	Messiah,	the	Son	of	God	(Ma\hew	17:	
1-5),	and	he	appears	again	with	Elijah	as	
the	two	witnesses	in	RevelaEon	11.		

When	Moses	speaks,	people	listen.			
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Beginning	Deuteronomy	with	“these	
are	the	words	Moses	spoke	.	.	.”	
carries	the	weight	of	divinely-
sancEoned	authority,	and	as	we	
noted	in	Lesson	#1	Moses’	message	
in	Deuteronomy	draws	the	Torah	to	
a	fiIng	close.	
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Yet,	there	are	some	moments	in	the	text	
that	sound	off	key:	
• The	opening	verse	states	that	“Moses	spoke	to	
all	Israel	beyond	the	Jordan	in	the	wilderness”	(1:	
1).		Throughout	Deuteronomy,	Moses	and	the	
Israelites	are	standing	on	the	plains	of	Moab,	east	
of	the	Jordan	River;	but	our	narrator	is	clearly	
speaking	from	a	posiEon	west	of	the	Jordan.	

• Deuteronomy	2:	12b	speaks	of	Israel	having	
already	crossed	into	Canaan	and	defeated	its	
people:			

“In	Seir,	however,	the	former	inhabitants	were	the	
Horites;	the	descendants	of	Esau	dispossessed	them,	
clearing	them	out	of	the	way	and	dwelling	in	their	
place,	just	as	Israel	has	done	in	the	land	of	its	
possession	which	the	Lord	gave	it.”	
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• Deuteronomy	3:	14	suggests	that	it	is	wri\en	at	
a	date	much	later	than	the	Eme	of	Moses:	

“Jair,	a	Manassite,	took	all	the	region	of	Argob	as	far	
as	the	border	of	the	Geshurites	and	Maacathites,	and	
named	them—Bashan,	that	is—aWer	himself,	Havvoth-
jair,	the	name	it	bears	today.”	

• Deuteronomy	3:	11	also	suggests	it	is	wri\en	at	
a	much	later	Eme:	

“Og,	king	of	Bashan,	was	the	last	remaining	survivor	of	
the	Rephaim	[the	giants].		He	had	a	bed	of	iron,	nine	
regular	cubits	long	and	four	wide	[13	½	feet	long	x	6	
feet	wide],	which	is	s?ll	preserved	in	Rabbah	of	the	
Ammonites.”	

The	Israelites	had	just	recently	defeated	Og,	king	
of	Bashan;	yet,	here	his	massive	bed	is	referred	to	
as	an	arEfact.	
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• Deuteronomy	20:	15	places	the	narrator	in	the	
land	of	Canaan	itself,	not	on	the	plains	of	Moab,	
east	of	the	Jordan	River:	

“That	is	how	you	shall	deal	with	any	city	at	a	
considerable	distance	from	you,	which	does	not	belong	
to	these	na?ons	here	[in	Canaan].”	

• Deuteronomy	34:	6	speaks	of	Moses’	day	as	a	
bygone	era:		

“So	there,	in	the	land	of	Moab,	Moses,	the	servant	of	
the	Lord,	died	as	the	Lord	had	said;	and	he	was	buried	
in	a	valley	in	the	land	of	Moab,	opposite	Beth-peor;	to	
this	day	no	one	knows	the	place	of	his	burial.”	
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Hints	like	this—sca\ered	throughout	
Deuteronomy	—suggest	that	the	book	was	
completed	considerably	later	than	the	Eme	
of	Moses.			

Indeed,	the	great	Jewish	poet	and	scholar,	
Abraham	Ibn	Ezra	(A.D.	1089-1164),	first	
proposed	this	very	thing	in	his	commentary	
on	the	opening	lines	of	Deuteronomy:	

“If	you	understand	the	secret	of	the	twelve—as	
well	as	‘and	Moses	wrote”	(Deut.	31:	9),	‘and	the	
Canaanites	were	then	in	the	land’	(Gen.	12:	6),	
‘on	the	mountain	God	will	appear’	(Gen.	22:	14),	
‘here	is	his	iron	bed’	(Deut.	3:	11)—you	will	
recognize	the	truth.”		

(trans.	by	Rabbi	Zev	Farber	for	The	Torah,	a	Historical	and	
Contextual	Approach,	July	2013:	
h\p://thetorah.com/devarim-editorial-comments.)		
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The	truth,	that	is,	that	although	
a\ributed	to	Moses,	much	of	the	
Torah—Genesis	through	
Deuteronomy—was	composed	
considerably	a/er	the	Eme	of	
Moses.	

Indeed,	Scripture	scholars	since	
Wilhelm	M.	L.	de	We\e	(1780-1849)	
have	argued	that	the	core	of	
Deuteronomy	was	the	book	
discovered	during	the	religious	
reforms	insEtuted	by	King	Josiah	
(640-609	B.C.)	in	2	Kings	22-23.	

Here’s	the	story:	
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A/er	the	disastrous	period	of	the	Judges	(c.	1300-1050	
B.C.)	the	Israelites	demand	a	King,	like	all	the	other	
naEons	have	(1	Samuel	8:	4),	and	the	people	choose	
Saul	of	the	tribe	of	Benjamin.		He	serves	as	king	from	
1050-1010	B.C.		Although	he	looks	like	a	king,	he	
doesn’t	have	the	heart	of	a	king,	and	the	weight	of	
kingship	crushes	him.	

As	Saul	sinks	ever-deeper	into	paranoia	and	madness,	
a	young	hero—David—is	on	the	rise.		With	the	death	
of	Saul	and	his	sons	at	the	ba\le	of	Mount	Gilboa	(1	
Samuel	31:	1-10),	the	door	opens	for	David	to	become	
king.		Through	extraordinary	charisma	and	shrewd	
poliEcal	maneuvering	(plus	a	few	targeted	
assassinaEons),	David	becomes	king	and	reigns,	
1010-970	B.C.		He	is	Israel’s	ideal	warrior/king.		

With	David’s	death,	his	son	Solomon	becomes	king,	
and	he	reigns,	970-930	B.C.	

This	is	the	period	of	Israel’s	united	monarchy.	
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Julius	Kronberg.		David	and	Saul	(oil	on	canvas),	1885.	
NaEonal	Museum,	Stockholm.	
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Elie	Marcuse.		Death	of	King	Saul	(oil	on	canvas),	1902.	
Tel	Aviv	Museum	of	Art,	Tel	Aviv,	Israel.	
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Michelangelo.		David	(marble),	c.	1501-1504.	
Galleria	dell’Accademia,	Florence.	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 							Photography	by	Ana	Maria	Vargas	
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Edward	Poynter.		The	Visit	of	the	Queen	of	Sheba	to	King	Solomon	(oil	on	canvas),	1890.	
Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales,	Australia.	
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With	Solomon’s	death,	civil	war	erupts.		The	
ten	northern	tribes	become	the	naEon	of	Israel,	
with	their	capital	at	Samaria;	the	two	southern	
tribes	become	the	naEon	of	Judah,	with	their	
capital	at	Jerusalem.			

Civil	war	rages	for	over	80	years,	with	massive	
poliEcal,	economic	and	social	consequences.	

Between	Israel	and	Judah	39	kings	reign,	19	in	
the	north	and	20	in	the	south.		The	19	in	the	
north	are	all	bad;	of	the	20	in	the	south,	only	7	
are	good,	5	of	whom	iniEate	revivals.		

King	Josiah,	the	16th	king	of	Judah	(640-609	
B.C.),	is	one	of	the	5.	
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In	722	B.C.	the	Assyrian	Empire	
(northern	Iraq	of	today),	swept	down	
from	the	north	and	obliterated	the	
enEre	northern	kingdom	of	Israel,	
taking	its	survivors	capEve	to	Assyria.	

In	701	B.C.	Assyria	a\acked	Judah	and	
Jerusalem,	but	(miraculously)	failed	to	
conquer	them.		Nevertheless,	Judah	
became	a	de	facto	vassal	state	to	
Assyria.	
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20	History	Re-imagined	

Assyrian	Conquest	of	Israel	and	DeportaEon	

Source:		Wikipedia	Commons	



From	701	–	640	B.C.	Judah	had	three	kings:	
Hezekiah 		(715-686	B.C.)	

Isaiah	served	as	a	prophet	during	the	reign	of	Hezekiah.		When	
Assyria	a\acked	Jerusalem	in	701	B.C.,	the	city	was	saved	when	
in	one	silent	night	“the	angel	of	the	Lord	went	forth	and	struck	
down	one	hundred	and	eighty-five	thousand	men	in	the	
Assyrian	camp”	(2	Kings	19:	35).	

Manasseh 		(686-642	B.C.)	

Manasseh	was	perhaps	the	worst	king	of	Judah—ever.		He	“did	
what	was	evil	in	the	Lord’s	sight”;	he	set	up	altars	to	Baal	in	
Jerusalem’s	Temple;	he	“immolated	his	child	by	fire”;	he	
“prac?ced	soothsaying	and	divina?on”;	and	“he	reintroduced	
the	consul?ng	of	ghosts	and	spirits”	(2	Kings	21:	1-18).		
TradiEon	holds	that	he	murdered	the	elderly	Isaiah	by	having	
him	sawn	in	half	(Hebrews	11:	35-38)!	

Amon 	 		(642-640	B.C.)	

Amon	“did	what	was	evil	in	the	Lord’s	sight,	as	his	father	
Manasseh	had	done.”		He	reigned	a	brief	two	years	and	was	
assassinated	(2	Kings	21:	19-26).	
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For	nearly	fi/y	years	Judah	and	Jerusalem	
were	ruled	by	truly	evil	kings,	men	who	
led	God’s	people	into	total	apostasy.		

With	Amon’s	assassinaEon,	Josiah	became	
king	in	640	B.C.		He	was	only	eight	years	
old.		Against	all	odds	he	became	one	of	
Israel’s	greatest	kings,	iniEaEng	a	
profound	revival	and	a	return	to	God.	

During	his	18th	year	as	king,	when	he	was	
only	26	years	old,	Josiah	began	work	on	
repairing	and	restoring	the	Temple.		It	was	
a	major	undertaking,	requiring	massive	
funding	and	the	work	of	carpenters,	
builders,	masons	and	a	host	of	other	
workers.			

As	the	construcEon	crews	were	hauling	
away	trash	and	debris	.	.	.		
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        “The high priest Hilkiah informed the scribe Shaphan, ‘I 
have found the book of the law in the temple of the Lord.’  
Hilkiah gave the book to Shaphan, who read it.  Then the 
scribe Shaphan went to the king and reported . . . ‘Hilkiah 
the priest has given me a book,’ and then Shaphan read it 
in the presence of the king.  When the king heard the 
words of the book of the law, he tore his garments.  The 
king then issued this command . . . ‘Go, consult the Lord 
for me, for the people, and for all Judah, about the words 
of this book that has been found, for the rage of the Lord 
has been set furiously ablaze against us, because our 
ancestors did not obey the words of this book, nor do what 
is written for us.” 

       (2 Kings 22: 4-13) 



Leonaert	Bramer.		The	Scribe	Shaphan	Reading	the	Book	of	the	Law	to	King	Josiah	(oil	on	copper),	1622.	
Private	CollecEon.	
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As	a	result:	

“The	king	then	had	all	the	elders	of	Judah	and	
of	Jerusalem	summoned	before	him.		The	king	
went	up	to	the	house	of	the	Lord	with	all	the	
people	of	Judah	and	all	the	inhabitants	of	
Jerusalem:		priests,	prophets,	and	all	the	
people,	great	and	small.		He	read	aloud	to	
them	all	the	words	of	the	book	of	the	covenant	
that	had	been	found	in	the	house	of	the	Lord.		
The	king	stood	by	the	column	and	made	a	
covenant	in	the	presence	of	the	Lord	to	follow	
the	Lord	and	to	observe	his	commandments,	
statutes,	and	decrees	with	his	whole	heart	and	
soul,	and	to	re-establish	the	words	of	the	
covenant	wrifen	in	this	book.		And	all	the	
people	stood	by	the	covenant.”	

	 	 	 	 	(2	Kings	23:	1-3)	
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By	622	B.C.—the	18th	year	of	Josiah’s	reign—Assyrian	
power	was	in	rapid	decline	(Babylon	defeats	Assyria	
ten	years	later	at	the	Ba\le	of	Nineveh,	612	B.C.).		

Meanwhile,	an	independence	movement	was	gaining	
strength	at	court	in	Jerusalem,	a	movement	that	
expressed	itself	as	a	covenant	relaEonship	with	YHWH	
as	the	sole	sovereign	of	Israel.			

The	covenant	was	pa\erned	a/er	Assyrian	suzerain/
vassal	treaEes—,it	is,	in	fact,	strikingly	similar	to	the	
“Vassal	TreaEes	of	Esarhaddon”1—and	it	took	the	
form	of	an	address	by	Moses	to	the	Israelites,	an	early	
form	of	Deuteronomy	5-26,	the	substance	of	what	
Josiah	reads	to	the	people	in	2	Kings	23:	1-3.			

In	suzerain/vassal	treaEes	the	Great	King	has	
obligaEons	to	vassal	kings,	and	vassal	kings	owe	due	
deference	and	obedience	to	the	Great	King.	

1	See	D.	J.	Wiseman,	“The	Vassal-TreaEes	of	Esarhaddon,”	Iraq	20.1	
(1958),	pp.	1-99.	
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Only	17	years	a/er	Josiah’s	reforms,	however—
in	605	B.C.—Judah	and	Jerusalem	fall	to	the	
Babylon	Empire,	and	the	people	of	Judah	are	
taken	capEve	to	Babylon.	

The	Babylonian	CapEvity	(605	–	539	B.C.)	
prompted	much	soul-searching.		How	could	this	
possibly	have	happened?			

The	obvious	answer	is	that	the	Israelites	
violated	their	covenant	with	God,	and	God	
punished	them	for	doing	so.			1	Chronicles	9:	1b	
states	plainly:		“Now	Judah	had	been	exiled	to	
Babylon	because	of	its	treachery.”	
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James	Tissot.		The	Flight	of	the	Prisoners	(gouache	on	board),	c.	1896-1902.			
Jewish	Museum,	New	York.	
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But	when	Cyrus	the	Great,	king	of	
Persia,	defeats	Babylon	in	539	B.C.	and	
allows	the	Jews	to	return	home	and	
rebuild,	Deuteronomy	acquires	
chapters	1-4	and	29-30	to	form	an	
instrucEve	story	of	a	people	about	to	
enter	a	“Promised	Land,”	a	story	that	
highlights	the	requirements	of	a	
reinstated	covenant	relaEonship	with	
God,	updated	to	4th-century	B.C.	
requirements,	with	an	appropriate	
ending	in	chapters	31-34.	
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If	that’s	the	case,	as	the	vast	
majority	of	Hebrew	scriptural	
scholars	suggest,	then	the	“words	
that	Moses	spoke”	(1:	1)	are	the	
words	of	the	literary	and	theological	
portrayal	of	Moses,	not	the	words	of	
Moses	the	historical	figure.			

They	are	the	ipsissima	vox	(“the	very	
voice”)	not	the	ipsissima	verba	(“the	
very	words”)	of	Moses.2	

2	See	Bill	T.	Arnold’s	“Deuteronomy	as	the	Ipsissima	
Vox	of	Moses,”	Journal	of	Theological	Interpreta?on	
4.1	(2010),	pp.	53-74.	
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The	disEncEon	is	important	for	
two	reasons:	
1.   Cra/ing	Deuteronomy	in	“the	

very	voice”	of	Moses	carries	with	
it	an	implied,	divinely-
sancEoned	authority	for	what	is	
being	said;	and	

2.   It	allows	the	authors	to	li/	the	
narraEve	message	outside	of	
Eme,	to	create	an	historical	
conEnuum	that	spans	countless	
generaEons,	past,	present	and	
future.	
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Watch	how	this	operates	as	
Moses	speaks	to	the	new	
generaEon	on	the	plains	of	
Moab:	

32	History	Re-imagined	



33	History	Re-imagined	

          

    
         

        

James	Tissot.		Moses	Sees	the	Promised	Land	from	Afar	(gauache	on	board),	1896-1902.	
The	Jewish	Museum,	New	York.	
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        “The Lord, our God, said to us at Horeb:  You 
have stayed long enough at this mountain.  Leave 
here and go to the hill country of the Amorites 
and to all the surrounding regions, the Arabah, 
the mountains, the Shephelah, the Negeb and the 
seacoast—the land of the Canaanites and the 
Lebanon as far as the Great River, the Euphrates.  
See, I have given that land over to you.  Go now 
and possess the land that the Lord swore to your 
ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give to 
them and to their descendants after them.”  

          (1: 6-8) 



Moses	then	goes	on	to	say	how	he	is	
unable	to	lead	the	people	by	himself,	so	
he	appointed	leaders	from	the	tribes,	
“wise	and	reputable	[leaders],	and	set	
them	over	you,	commanders	over	
thousands,	over	hundreds,	over	fiWies	and	
over	tens,	and	other	tribal	officers”		
(1:	15)3.	

Moses	then	speaks	of	the	Israelite	revolt	
that	follows:	

3	NoEce	that	Moses	menEons	nothing	about	his	father-in-
law,	Jethro,	visiEng	him	and	making	this	suggesEon,	perhaps	
reflecEng	a	post-Babylonian	xenophobia,	or	perhaps	
because	Jethro	was	a	priest	of	Midian	and	the	Israelites	
exterminated	the	Midianites	in	Numbers	31,	killing	every	
male	and	every	woman	who	had	sex	with	a	man,	reserving	
the	virgins	for	themselves.			Or,	perhaps,	he	just	wants	to	
keep	the	narraEve	focused	and	unclu\ered.	
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Jan	Victors.		Moses	Takes	His	Leave	of	Jethro	(oil	on	canvas),	c.	1635.	
Museum	of	Fine	Arts,	Budapest.	
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        “But you refused to go up; you defied the command of the 
Lord, your God.  You set to murmuring in your tents, ‘Out 
of hatred for us the Lord has brought us out of the land 
of Egypt, to deliver us into the power of the Amorites and 
destroy us.  What shall we meet with up there?  Our men 
have made our hearts melt by saying, ‘The people are 
bigger and taller than we, and their cities are large and 
fortified to the sky; besides, we saw Anakim there.’  But I 
said to you, ‘Have no dread or fear of them.  The Lord, 
your God, who goes before you, is the one who will fight 
for you, just as he acted with you before your very eyes in 
Egypt, as well as in the wilderness where you saw how the 
Lord, your God, carried you, as one carries his own child, 
all along your journey until you arrived at this place.” 

          (1: 26-31) 



The	address	is	remarkable.			

Recall	that	of	the	603,550	Israelite	men	who	
le/	Egypt	with	Moses,	only	two—Joshua	and	
Caleb—survived	the	40	years	in	the	
wilderness.			

The	601,730	men	in	this	scene	(Numbers	26:	
51)	who	stand	before	Moses	on	the	plains	of	
Moab	hadn’t	even	been	born	when	the	
Israelites	le/	Egypt;	few	had	experienced	the	
terrifying	theophany	of	God	at	Mt.	Sinai;	and	
most	were	only	small	children	when	Moses	
sent	the	spies	into	Canaan.		

Yet,	Moses	includes	them	in	his	scathing	
oraEon!	
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        “But you refused to go up; you defied the command of the 
Lord, your God.  You set to murmuring in your tents, ‘Out 
of hatred for us the Lord has brought us out of the land 
of Egypt, to deliver us into the power of the Amorites and 
destroy us.  What shall we meet with up there?  Our men 
have made our hearts melt by saying, ‘The people are 
bigger and taller than we, and their cities are large and 
fortified to the sky; besides, we saw Anakim there.’  But I 
said to you, ‘Have no dread or fear of them.  The Lord, 
your God, who goes before you, is the one who will fight 
for you, just as he acted with you before your very eyes in 
Egypt, as well as in the wilderness where you saw how the 
Lord, your God, carried you, as one carries his own child, 
all along your journey until you arrived at this place.” 

          (1: 26-31) 



Not	me.		

History	Re-imagined	

I	get	blamed	for	
stuff	the	cat	does	

all	the	Eme!	

The	Israelites	on	the	plains	of	Moab	
could	well	raise	their	hand	and	say	to	
Moses:		“Wait	just	a	moment,	here!		I	
wasn’t	with	you	when	you	le/	Egypt.		I	
wasn’t	even	born	yet!		Don’t	blame	me	

for	my	parents’	disobedience.			
That’s	not	fair!			

40	
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ha!	



A	Jewish	Passover	Sedar	remembers	the	
Exodus,	and	it	includes	readings	from	a	
Haggadah,	a	text	that	sets	forth	the	order	of	
the	Sedar	meal.		Reading	from	the	Haggadah	
fulfills	God’s	commandment	to	“tell	your	son”	
about	the	Jewish	redempEon	from	slavery	in	
Egypt.		During	the	meal	the	youngest	person	
present	asks	four	quesEons:	

1.   Why	is	it	that	on	all	other	nights	during	the	year	
we	eat	either	leavened	bread	or	matzah,	but	on	
this	night	we	eat	only	matzah?	

2.   Why	is	it	that	on	all	other	nights	during	the	year	
we	eat	all	kinds	of	vegetables,	but	on	this	night	
we	eat	only	bi\er	herbs?	

3.   Why	is	it	that	on	all	other	nights	during	the	year	
we	do	not	dip	our	food	even	once,	but	on	this	
night	we	dip	them	twice?	

4.   Why	is	it	that	on	all	other	nights	during	the	year	
we	dine	either	siIng	upright	or	reclining,	but	
on	this	night	we	all	recline?	
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TradiEonal	Passover	Haggadah,	c.	1440.	
University	Library,	Darmstadt,	Germany.	



Those	four	quesEons	prompt	a	retelling	of	the	
Exodus	story,	reenacted	with	6	symbolic	foods:	

1.   Mar’or	(bi\er	herbs,	the	bi\erness	of	slavery)	
2.   Haroset	(sweet	brown	mixture,	mortar	used	to	make	

bricks)		
3.   Karpas	(parsley)	
4.   Bowl	of	salt	water	(for	dipping	the	parsley,	tears)	
5.   Zeroah	(roasted	lamb	shank,	sacrifice	at	the	Temple)		
6.   Beitzah	(roasted	egg,	mourning).	

At	the	meal	every	person	should	imagine	himself	as	
being	present	during	the	ten	plagues,	personally	
experiencing	them;	quickly	packing	to	leave	Egypt	
with	only	sandals	and	a	walking	sEck;	eaEng	the	
Passover	lamb	and	unleavened	bread;	hurrying	out	
of	Egypt;	and	crossing	the	Red	Sea,	with	the	
EgypEans	in	hot	pursuit.			

The	Haggadah	tells	the	story	in	the	2nd	person	
plural.	
You	are	present	in	the	loins	of	your	ancestors,	

part	of	an	historical	conEnuum!	
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As	in	the	celebraEon	of	Passover,	Deuteronomy	
elevates	the	Exodus	story	outside	of	history,	
allowing	its	readers—past,	present	and	future
—to	parEcipate	in	the	story	itself.		

If	Deuteronomy	were	simply	the	historical	
Moses	speaking	to	the	Israelites	on	the	plains	
of	Moab—the	ipsissima	verba	(“the	very	
words”)	of	Moses—it	would	make	a	good	story,	
a	bridge	between	the	Exodus	tale	and	the	
conquest	of	the	Promised	Land.			

And	Deuteronomy	is	that.	

But	by	the	4th-century	authors	creaEng	the	
literary/theological	figure	of	Moses—the	
ipsissima	vox	(“the	very	voice”)	of	Moses—the	
story	transcends	its	historical	roots	and	
becomes	a	universal	statement,	the	narraEve	
of	all	liberaEon	stories,	the	narraEve	of	
redemp?on.	
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Not	me.		

History	Re-imagined	

That	is	inspired	
Scripture,	
indeed!	

That	is	really	brilliant	
story	telling.		I’m	

impressed!	

44	



With	the	literary/theological	voice	of	Moses	
telling	the	story,	we	need	to	pause	and	take	a	
look	at	how	that	story	is	structured,	for	how	
we	view	Deuteronomy’s	structure	will	
influence	how	we	understand	it.	

At	the	most	basic	level,	Deuteronomy	consists	
of	three	long	oraEons	by	Moses:		1:	1	–	4:	43;	
4:	44	-	29:	1;	and	29:	2	–	30:	20.		The	third	
oraEon	is	then	followed	by	a	closing	address,	
which	includes	Moses’	valedictory	speech	and	
his	blessing	of	the	tribes,	31:	1	–	34:	12.	

That’s	the	tradiEonal	way	of	viewing	
Deuteronomy.	
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Not	me.		

History	Re-imagined	

I	feel	a	li\le	
bloated,	myself!	

But	it’s	a	li\le	problemaEc,	I	think,	
because	we	have	a	massive	legal	

corpus	right	in	the	middle	of	the	2nd	
secEon,	12:	1	–	26:	15.		This	bloated		
textual	elephant	weakens	what	is	

otherwise	a	nicely	balanced		
structure.	
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For	our	purposes,	we’ll	recognize	the	
tradiEonal	structure	of	three	oraEons,	but	
we’ll	move	through	Deuteronomy	in	a	more	
themaEc,	balanced	fashion:	

Prologue	(1:	1-4)	
	History	Re-imagined	(1:	5	–	3:	29)	
	 	Covenant	Renewed	(4:	1	–	26:	19)	
	 	Covenant	RaEfied	(27:	1	–	30:	20)	
	Future	Envisioned	(31:	1	–	33:	29)	

Epilogue	(34:	1-12)	

That	should	give	us	insight	into	our	text	
without	geIng	bogged	down	in	the	heavy	
legal	corpus,	and	without	geIng	tangled	in	a	
thicket	of	interwoven	subsecEons	and	
hypotheEcal	emendaEons.		
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Let’s	keep	it	
simple!	



1.   What	evidence	leads	us	to	think	that	Deuteronomy	
emerged	at	a	much	later	Eme	than	that	of	Moses?	

2.   Why	is	it	important	that	Deuteronomy	embody	the	
“voice”	of	Moses?	

3.   Why	does	Moses	include	the	current	generaEon	when	
he	speaks	about	the	flight	from	Egypt,	when	the	
current	generaEon	was	clearly	not	present	at	the	
Eme?	

4.   How	might	we	read	Deuteronomy	at	the	story	of	
Israel’s	return	from	Babylonian	capEvity	in	539	B.C.?	

5.   How	might	we	read	Deuteronomy	as	the	story	of	our	
own	redempEon	as	ChrisEans?	
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