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Deuteronomy	6-11	introduces	the	expansive	body	of	statutes	and	

ordinances	contained	in	chapters	12-26,	and	it	does	so	by	reemphasizing	

and	expanding	upon	the	1st	commandment,	that	YHWH	alone	is	Israel’s	God,	
a	God	who	invites	Israel	into	an	inEmate,	covenant	relaEonship	with	

himself.			

As	a	covenant	people,	it	follows,	then,	that	Israel	is	to	love	the	Lord	their	
God	with	all	their	heart,	being	and	strength.	

Deuteronomy	6:	4-9—tradiEonally	called	the	“Shema”—is	Israel’s	

foundaEonal	statement	of	faith,	its	credo.		Jesus	calls	it	“the	greatest	and	
the	first	commandment,”	containing	within	itself	the	whole	law	of	God	
(MaShew	22:	37-38).	

In	Lesson	#5	we	examined	the	Shema	closely,	and	we	learned	its	

implicaEons.	
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Once	the	Israelites	cross	the	Jordan	River	and	begin	the	conquest	of	Canaan	

they	will	spend	an	enEre	generaEon	at	war;	indeed,	considerably	longer	than	a	

generaEon,	since	they	will	never	fully	conquer	the	land	unEl	the	Eme	of	king	

David,	some	400	years	aaer	the	iniEal	invasion.			

Here,	on	the	plains	of	Moab,	God	commands	that	when	the	Israelites	begin	

their	conquest,	they	should	put	the	conquered	people	“under	the	ban	.	.	.		
make	no	covenant	with	them	and	do	not	be	gracious	to	them	.	.	.	consume	all	
the	peoples	which	the	Lord,	your	God,	is	giving	over	to	you	.	.	.	do	not	to	look	
on	them	with	pity	.	.	.	make	their	names	perish	from	under	the	heavens”		

(7:	2-24).	

When	the	conquest	begins,	God	says,	“kill	them	all.”	

Deuteronomy	7	raises	serious	moral	and	ethical	issues	when	viewed	through	

the	lens	of	21st-century	ChrisEanity.		We	explore	some	of	those	issues	in	this	

lesson,	and	we	strive	to	understand	the	context	from	which	this	episode	

emerges.	
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For	many	readers,	Deuteronomy	7	is	simply	

a	“text	of	terror,”	one	of	flat-out	

ethnocentrism	and	genocide.	

We’ve	been	down	this	road	before	in	

Numbers	31,	where	God	leads	the	

Israelites	in	baSle	against	the	Midianites	

and	commands	the	Israelites	to	kill	every	

male—	adult	and	child	alike—and	every	

woman,	sparing	only	the	virgins,	whom	the	

Israelites	may	keep	for	themselves.	

We’ll	travel	the	tortured	road	again	In	1	

Samuel	15,	when	God	orders	King	Saul	to	

kill	every	last	Amalekite,	because	500	years	

earlier	they	had	aSacked	the	Israelites	

during	the	Exodus.	
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Men	fight	wars	for	many	reasons,	but	in	

the	ancient	world—including	the	world	of	

the	Hebrew	Scriptures—men	fight	for	

plunder:		ancient	warfare	may	have	

personal,	religious,	poliEcal	or	

philosophical	jusEficaEons,	but	at	its	core	

ancient	warfare	is	“beat	up	your	neighbor	

and	take	his	stuff.”	

This	is	exactly	what	happens	in	the	Trojan	

War	when	the	Achaeans	sack	Troy.		Set	in	

1184	B.C.	during	the	final	weeks	of	the	10-

year	war,	Homer’s	The	Iliad	recounts	the	
tale.		In	Book	6	Hector,	the	prince	of	Troy	

and	Troy’s	greatest	warrior,	speaks	with	his	

wife	Andromache,	who	foresees	her	fate,	

and	the	fate	of	Troy:	
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Dr.	Creasy	teaches	Homer’s	The	Iliad	on	the	“ringing	plains	windy	of	Troy.”	



At	that,	Hector	spun	and	rushed	from	his	house,	
back	by	the	same	way	down	the	wide,	well-paved	streets	
throughout	the	city	unRl	he	reached	the	Scaean	Gates,	
the	last	point	he	would	pass	to	gain	the	field	of	baSle.	
There	his	warm,	generous	wife	came	running	up	to	meet	him,	
Andromache	the	daughter	of	gallant-hearted	EeRon	
who	had	lived	below	Mount	Placos	rich	with	Rmber,	
in	Thebe	below	the	peaks,	and	ruled	Cilicia’s	people.	
His	daughter	had	married	Hector	helmed	in	bronze.	
She	joined	him	now,	and	following	in	her	steps	
a	servant	holding	the	boy	against	her	breast,	
in	the	first	flush	of	life,	only	a	baby,	
Hector’s	son,	the	darling	of	his	eyes	and	radiant	as	a	star	.	.	.		
Hector	would	always	call	the	boy	Scamandrius,	
townsmen	called	him	Astyanax,	Lord	of	the	City,	
since	Hector	was	the	lone	defense	of	Troy.	
The	great	man	of	war	breaking	into	a	broad	smile,	
his	gaze	fixed	on	his	son,	in	silence.		Andromache,	
pressing	close	beside	him	and	weeping	freely	now,	
clung	to	his	hand,	urged	him,	calling	him:		“Reckless	one,	
my	Hector—your	own	fiery	courage	will	destroy	you!	
Have	you	no	pity	for	him,	our	helpless	son?		Or	me,	
and	the	desRny	that	weighs	me	down,	your	widow,	
now	so	soon?		Yes,	soon	they	will	kill	you	off,	
all	the	Achaean	forces	massed	for	assault,	and	then,	
bereb	of	you,	beSer	for	me	to	sink	beneath	the	earth	.	.	.	
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What	other	warmth,	what	comfort’s	leb	for	me,	
Once	you	have	met	your	doom?		Nothing	but	torment!	
I	have	lost	my	father.		Mother’s	gone	as	well.	
Father	.	.	.	the	brilliant	Achilles	laid	him	low	
when	he	stormed	Cilicia’s	city	filled	with	people,	
Thebe	with	her	towering	gates.		He	killed	EeRon,	
not	that	he	stripped	his	gear—he’d	some	respect	at	least—	
for	he	burned	his	corpse	in	all	his	blazoned	bronze,	
then	heaped	a	grave-mound	high	above	the	ashes	
and	nymphs	of	the	mountain	planted	elms	around	it,	
daughters	of	Zeus	whose	shield	is	storm	and	thunder.	
And	the	seven	brothers	I	had	within	our	halls	.	.	.		
all	in	the	same	day	went	down	to	the	House	of	Death,	
the	great	godlike	runner	Achilles	butchered	them	all,	
tending	their	shambling	oxen,	shining	flocks.	

	 	Robert	Fagels,	trans.	The	Iliad		
	 	(New	York:		Viking	Press,	1990),	6:	462-503.	
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“Achilles”	(Brad	PiS)	from	the	2004	movie	

Troy,	directed	by	Wolfgang	Peterson.	



Euripides’	The	Trojan	Women	(c.	415	B.C.)	
laments	Troy’s	fate.		Given	that	all	the	Trojan	

men	have	been	slain	by	their	Greek	victors,	it	

is	their	women—mothers,	daughters,	wives—

who	give	voice	to	the	suffering	of	the	city.		

Taken	as	slaves	and	concubines	by	their	

Greek	masters,	Hector’s	widow	Andromache	

announces	that	Polyxena	has	been	sacrificed	

to	the	dead	Achilles,	and	Hector’s	infant	son	

Astyanax	has	been	hurled	from	the	city	walls,	

smashed	on	the	stones	below.	

As	Troy’s	women	are	about	to	be	taken	

capEve	aboard	Odysseus’	ship,	Hecuba,	wife	

of	Priam	king	of	Troy	laments:	
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Ah,	wretched	me.		So	this	is	the	unhappy	end	
and	goal	of	all	the	sorrows	I	have	lived.	
I	go	forth	from	my	country	and	a	city	lit	with	flames.	
Come,	aged	feet;	make	one	last	weary	struggle,	
That	I	may	hail	my	city	in	its	afflicRon.		O	Troy,	
Once	so	huge	over	all	Asia	in	the	drawn	wind	of	pride,	
Your	very	name	of	glory	shall	be	stripped	away.	
They	are	burning	you,	and	us	they	drag	forth		
from	our	land	enslaved.			
Oh,	gods!		Do	I	call	upon	the	gods	for	help?	
We	cried	to	them	before	now,	and	they	would	not	hear.	
Come	then,	hurl	ourselves	into	the	pyre.	
Best	now	to	die	in	the	flaming	ruins	of	our	fathers’	house!	

	Richard	Lanmore,	trans.		“The	Trojan	Women”	in	

	Euripides	III	(The	Complete	Greek	Tragedies),	3rd	ediEon.			
	(Chicago:		University	of	Chicago	Press,	2013),	1272-1283.		
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LACMA,	Los	Angeles.		



Recall	the	pain	and	suffering	of	war	in	Numbers	

31:		“The	Lord	said	to	Moses:		Avenge	the	
Israelites	on	the	Midianites”	(31:	1),	so	the	
Israelites	proceeded	to	wage	war	“and	killed	

every	male,”	and	then	executed	the	five	kings	of	

Midian,	along	with	Balaam	son	of	Beor	“with	

the	sword”	(that	is,	the	Israelites	beheaded	

them).	

The	Israelites	then	“took	capRve	the	women	of	
the	Midianites	with	their	children,	and	all	their	
herds	and	flocks	and	wealth	as	loot,	while	they	
set	on	fire	all	the	towns	where	they	had	seSled	
and	all	their	encampments.		Then	they	took	all	
the	plunder,	with	the	people	and	animals	they	
had	captured,	and	brought	the	capRves,	
together	with	the	spoils	and	plunder,	to	Moses	
and	Eleazar	the	priest	and	to	the	Israelite	
community	.	.	..”	(31:	9-12).	
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At	this	stage,	the	capEves	(the	

women	and	children)	would	typically	

become	slaves	or	concubines,	to	be	

kept	or	sold,	as	happens	in	the	post-

Trojan	War	tales	of	Euripides,	Virgil,	

Ovid	and	Seneca,	as	well	as	in	other	

ancient	cultures,	such	as	Moab.	

But	this	is	not	what	happens	in	

Numbers	31:	
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“When Moses and Eleazar the priest, with all the 
leaders of the community, went outside the camp to 
meet them, Moses became angry with the officers of 
the army, the commanders of thousands and the 
commanders of hundreds, who were returning from the 
military campaign.  ‘So you have spared all the 
women!’ he exclaimed.  These are the very ones who on 
Balaam’s advice were behind the Israelites’ 
unfaithfulness to the Lord in the affair at Peor, so 
that plague struck the Lord’s community.  Now kill, 
therefore, every male among the children and kill every 
woman who has had sexual relations with a man.  But 
you may spare for yourselves all the girls who have 
not had sexual relations.” 

        (31: 13-18) 



This	disturbing	scene	of	placing	an	

enEre	people	“under	the	ban”	has	

provoked	intense	and	varied	

commentary,	ranging	from	Thomas	

Paine’s	visceral	scorn	and	contempt	to	

ChrisEan	apologists	who	aSempt	to	

jusEfy	such	acEons	as	morally	correct.	

Here	is	Thomas	Paine	(1737-1809),	

philosopher,	poliEcal	theorist	and	one	

of	the	Founding	Fathers	of	the	United	

States	in	The	Age	of	Reason	
(published	in	3	parts:		1794,	1795	and	

1807):	

Show	No	Mercy	 14	



“The	most	detestable	wickedness,	the	
most	horrid	cruelRes,	and	the	
greatest	miseries,	that	have	afflicted	
the	human	race	have	had	their	origin	
in	this	thing	called	revelaRon,	or	
revealed	religion	.	.	.	[whence]	arose	
all	the	horrid	assassinaRons	of	whole	
naRons	of	men,	women,	and	infants,	
with	which	the	Bible	is	filled;	and	the	
bloody	persecuRons,	and	tortures	
unto	death	and	religious	wars,	that	
since	that	Rme	have	laid	Europe	in	
blood	and	ashes.”	

	The	Age	of	Reason,	pp.	226-227		
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Auguste	Millière.		Thomas	Paine		
(oil	on	canvas),	1880.	

NaEonal	Portrait	Gallery,	London.	



In	contrast,	here	is	the	

commentary	from	a	recent	

ChrisEan	apologeEc	web	site:	
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the Complaining about Jehovah’s order to destroy innocent 
children is a vain gesture when one realizes that the 
children were spared an even worse fate of being reared as 
slaves under the domination of sin. Instead of having to 
endure the scourge of a life of immorality and wickedness, 
these innocents were ushered early into the bliss of 
Paradise. If the male children had been allowed to mature, 
they most likely would have followed the pagan ways of 
their forefathers, and eventually would have taken 
vengeance on the Israelites. Killing the males not only 
prevented them from falling into the same abominable sins 
as their parents, but also kept Israel from having to battle 
them later . . . 
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the The simple answer to the questions surrounding Numbers 31 
is that God ordered the Midianites to be killed in Numbers 
25: 17-18. When the army did not carry out this order at 
the time of the Midianite defeat, it was carried out in a 
delayed fashion when the army returned with the captives. 
As to Moses allowing the young girls to remain alive, that 
was a judgment call from the man with God’s authority 
over the Israelites . . . God does everything for a reason,  
[and] sometimes that reason may be unclear to us.  

       www.apologeticspress.org 



Even	Steven	L.	Cook	aSempts	

to	deflect	the	terror	of	

herem,	placing	an	enEre	

people	“under	the	ban”:	

“Deuteronomy	does	not	deploy	
the	language	out	of	a	spirit	of	
violence.		Rather,	it	wants	to	
convey	God’s	claim	on	the	
promised	land	as	holy	territory,	a	
place	for	sancRfying	God’s	
people.”1	

1	Reading	Deuteronomy:		a	Literary	and	Theological	
Commentary	(Macon,	Georgia:		Smyth	&	Helwys	

Publishers,	Inc.,	2015),	p.	83.		
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In	The	Five	Books	of	Moses	
Robert	Alter	speaks	more	

forthrightly	on	the	subject,	

with	refreshing	honesty:	
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“The	pracRce	of	massacring	most	or	
all	of	a	conquered	populaRon	was	
widespread	in	the	ancient	Near	East	
(the	Moabite	Mesha	stele	records	a	
similar	‘ban’	or	‘herem’	against	a	
defeated	enemy,	using	certain	
SemiRc	terms	cognate	to	ones	that	
are	employed	here),	but	that	is	not	
exactly	a	palliaRve.		It	is	painfully	
evident	that	this	is	an	instance	in	
which	the	biblical	outlook	sadly	
failed	to	transcend	its	historical	
contexts.”	

	The	Five	Books	of	Moses,	p.	843.	
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When	viewed	through	contemporary	eyes,	

ancient	warfare	was,	indeed,	exceedingly	brutal	

and	many	people	suffered	greatly—especially	

women,	children	and	the	elderly—but	such	

brutality	is	rarely	quesEoned	unEl	the	

beginning	of	the	ChrisEan	era.2			

Although	St.	AugusEne	introduces	the	term	

“just	war”	in	his	monumental	work,	City	of	God	
(A.D.	426),	St.	Thomas	Aquinas	presents	the	

most	systemaEc	exposiEon	of	the	“just	war”	

doctrine	in	his	Summa	Theologica	(wriSen	
1265-1274),	in	which	he	discusses	the	“right	to	

go	to	war”	(jus	ad	bellum)	and	the	“right	

conduct	in	war”	(jus	in	bello).	

2	Cicero	is	the	excepEon,	addressing	the	condiEons	under	which	war	

may	justly	be	fought	in	De	Officiis,	1.11.33	–	1.13.41.	
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The	“just	war”	doctrine	is	the	subject	of	voluminous	

research	and	scholarship,	but	the	Roman	Catholic	

church	succinctly	summarizes	the	criteria	for	a	“just	

war”	in	the	Catechism	of	the	Catholic	Church	
(1995):	

“The	strict	condiEons	for	legiRmate	defense	by	military	
force	require	rigorous	consideraEon.		The	gravity	of	such	
a	decision	makes	it	subject	to	rigorous	condiEons	of	

moral	legiEmacy.		At	one	and	the	same	Eme:	

• The	damage	inflicted	by	the	aggressor	on	the	naEon	or	

community	of	naEons	must	be	lasEng,	grave,	and	certain;	

• All	other	means	of	punng	an	end	to	it	must	have	been	

shown	to	be	impracEcal	or	ineffecEve;	

• There	must	be	serious	prospects	of	success;		

• The	use	of	arms	must	not	produce	evils	and	disorders	

graver	than	the	evil	to	be	eliminated.		The	power	of	

modern	means	of	destrucEon	weighs	very	heavily	in	

evaluaEng	this	condiEon.”	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	(3:	2309)	
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The	Compendium	of	the	Social	Doctrine	of	the	
Church,	(2004)	probes	even	deeper,	placing	war	
within	the	overall	context	of	social	jusEce.		

Paragraphs	500-501	are	parEcularly	instrucEve:	

“It	is	important	to	remember	that	it	is	one	thing	to	
wage	a	war	of	self-defense;	it	is	quite	another	to	
seek	to	impose	dominaRon	on	another	naRon.		The	
possession	of	war	potenRal	does	not	jusRfy	the	use	
of	force	for	poliRcal	or	military	objecRves.		Nor	
does	the	mere	fact	that	war	has	unfortunately	
broken	out	mean	that	all	is	fair	between	the	
warring	parRes	.	.	..		Therefore,	engaging	in	a	
prevenRve	war	without	clear	proof	that	an	aSack	
is	imminent	cannot	fail	to	raise	serious	moral	and	
juridical	quesRons.”	
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“Historical	context”	is	the	key	to	understanding	

stories	in	Scripture	that	involve	the	wholesale	

slaughter	of	enEre	peoples	and	the	blonng	out	of	

their	cultures.	

As	we	have	noted	in	our	previous	studies,	all	art—

literary,	visual	or	musical—mirrors	the	Eme	and	

culture	from	which	it	emerges.			

Scripture	is	no	excepEon.		When	we	read	in	Numbers	

31:	1,	“The	Lord	said	to	Moses:			‘Avenge	the	
Israelites	on	the	Midianites,’”	and	then	we	read	of	
the	slaughter	of	an	enEre	populaEon;	or	when	we	

read	in	Deuteronomy	7:	5	that	the	Israelites	are	to	

“tear	down	their	altars,	smash	their	sacred	pillars,	
chop	down	their	asherahs,	and	destroy	their	idols	by	
fire,”		it	is	a	mistake	to	apply	21-century	ChrisEan	

moral	and	ethical	standards	to	stories	that	emerge	

from	a	3,000-year	old	Near	Eastern,	patriarchal	and	

profoundly	tribal	culture.		
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In	Malachi,	the	last	book	of	the	Hebrew	Scriptures,	

God	says,	“I,	the	Lord,	do	not	change”	(3:	6).			

And	that’s	correct,	but	our	understanding	of	God	
does	change.	

When	we	read	Deuteronomy,	we	view	God	through	

the	lens	of	post-Babylonian	Israel,	a	people	who	had	

suffered	grievously	at	the	hands	of	the	Assyrians	

(722-539	B.C.)	and	the	Babylonians	(605-539	B.C.).		

In	craaing	Deuteronomy,	its	authors	look	back	1,000	

years	to	the	Eme	of	Moses	when	the	Israelites	faced	

insurmountable	odds	and	an	unholy	alliance	of	

“seven”	enemies,	far	greater	and	stronger	than	they.	

Deuteronomy	is	the	concluding	book	in	an	epic	tale

—	wriSen	in	the	ipsissima	vox,	the	very	“voice”	of	
Moses—that	sings	of	a	small	group	of	people	who,	

through	divine	help	and	much	suffering,	achieved	

great	things.			
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Recognizing	the	literary	nature	of	
Scripture	and	reading	it	as	a	product	of	

its	own	Eme	and	culture,	enables	us	to	

shine	a	bright	light	on	what	appear	to	

be	very	dark	passages	of	text,	such	as	

Numbers	31	and	Deuteronomy	7.	

Approaching	Scripture	in	this	fashion	

goes	a	long	way	toward	understanding	

the	moral	and	ethical	dilemmas	we	

encounter	as	21st-century	ChrisEan	

readers.			
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With	those	thoughts	in	mind,	

we	now	turn	to	our	text:	
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        “When the Lord, your God, brings you into the land which 
you are about to enter to possess, and removes many 
nations before you—the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, 
Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven nations 
more numerous and powerful than you—and when the Lord, 
your God, gives them over to you and you defeat them, you 
shall put them under the ban.  Make no covenant with 
them and do not be gracious to them.  You shall not 
intermarry with them, neither giving your daughters to 
their sons nor taking their daughters for your sons.  For 
they would turn your sons from following me to serving 
other gods, and then the anger of the Lord would flare up 
against you and he would quickly destroy you.” 

         (7: 1-4) 



The	Hebrew	verb	translated	“under	

the	ban”	is	herem,	the	total	

destrucEon	and	solemn,	grim	vow	to	

kill	every	living	thing,	taking	no	

prisoners	and	no	plunder.	Herem,	or	a	

grammaEcal	variaEon	of	it,	occurs	95	

Emes	in	48	verses	of	the	Hebrew	

Scriptures:		it	is	not	uncommon.	

Unlike	typical	ancient	warfare,	as	in	

The	Iliad,	where	men	fight	for	

plunder,	the	Israelite	combatants	here	

receive	nothing.			

Ideology	drives	their	acEons.		
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        “When the Lord, your God, brings you into the land which 
you are about to enter to possess, and removes many 
nations before you—the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, 
Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven nations 
more numerous and powerful than you—and when the Lord, 
your God, gives them over to you and you defeat them, you 
shall put them under the ban.  Make no covenant with 
them and do not be gracious to them.  You shall not 
intermarry with them, neither giving your daughters to 
their sons nor taking their daughters for your sons.  For 
they would turn your sons from following me to serving 
other gods, and then the anger of the Lord would flare up 
against you and he would quickly destroy you.” 

         (7: 1-4) 



God	forbids	the	Israelites	from	

intermarrying	with	the	people	they	

conquer,	and	he	does	so	for	two	

reasons:	

1.   Perhaps	reflecEng	lessons	learned	from	their	

experience	with	the	Moabites	and	Midianites	

in	the	Balaam	episode	of	Numbers	22ff.,	

intermarrying	with	the	indigenous	people	

invariably	draws	the	Israelites	away	from	

YHWH	to	other	gods,	and	

2.   Aaer	the	return	from	Babylon,	Ezra	the	priest	

finds	that	some	of	the	Israelite	men	are	guilty	

of	“intermingling	the	holy	seed	with	the	
peoples	of	the	land”	(9:	1-2),	thus	diluEng	the	
pure	Israelite	blood	line.		

Ezra	is	horrified:	
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        “When I had heard this, I tore my cloak and my mantle, 
plucked hair from my head and beard, and sat there 
devastated . . . I rose in my wretchedness, and with cloak 
and mantle torn I fell on my knees, stretching our my 
hands to the Lord, my God.  I said . . . ‘After all that 
has come upon us for our evil deeds and our great 
guilt . . . shall we again violate your commandments by 
intermarrying with these abominable peoples?  Would you 
not become so angered with us as to destroy us without 
remnant or survivor?” 

         (Ezra 9: 3-14) 

          



Not	me.		

Show	No	Mercy	

Remember	when	Cornelius	

invited	Peter	into	his	house?		

Peter	said,	“You	know	that	it	is	
unlawful	for	a	Jewish	man	to	
associate	with,	or	visit,	a	
GenRle”	(Acts	10:	28).	

Our	text	certainly	seems	to	view	

the	Israelites	as	unique,	a	chosen	

people,	a	holy	race.		They	are	to	

keep	their	blood	line	pure	and	

not	mix	with	outsiders		

at	all.	
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For	the	most	part,	Jews	have	always	felt	this	

way,	viewing	assimilaEon	as	an	existenEal		

threat	to	Judaism.			

In	Marsha	L.	Rozenblit’s		review	of	Jewish	
AssimilaRon	in	Modern	Times,	ed.	by	Bela	
Vago	(Boulder,	CO:		Westview	Press,	1981),	

she	writes:	

“The	issue	of	Jewish	assimilaRon	has	agitated	
Jewish	polemicists	and	intrigued	Jewish	historians	
for	a	long	Rme.		Ever	since	Jews	first	abandoned	
the	tradiRonal	Jewish	community	in	order	to	
embrace	modern	secular	culture,	other	Jews	have	
chasRsed	them	for	deserRng	the	Jewish	people.		
Religious	Jews	regarded	those	who	assimilated	
with	horror,	and	Zionists	campaigned	against	
assimilaRon	as	an	act	of	treason.”	

Jewish	Social	Studies	Vol.	4,	No.	3/4	(Summer	–	Autumn,	

1982),	pp.	334-335.	
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        “But this is how you must deal with them:  Tear down 
their altars, smash their sacred pillars, chop down their 
asherahs, and destroy their idols by fire.  For you are a 
people holy to the Lord, your God; the Lord, your God, has 
chosen you from all the peoples on the face of the earth 
to be a people specially his own.  It was not because you 
are more numerous than all the peoples that the Lord set 
his heart on you and chose you; for you are really the 
smallest of all peoples.  It was because the Lord loved you 
and because of his fidelity to the oath he had sworn to 
your ancestors, that the Lord brought you out with a 
strong hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, 
from the hand of Pharaoh, king of Egypt . . . 

          



The	violent	energy	of	the	verbs	in	v.	5	

captures	well	the	iconoclasEc	theology	

of	Deuteronomy:		“tear	down,”	[na-
thats’]	“smash”	[sha-vair’],	“chop	
down”	[ga-dah],	“destroy	by	fire”	[sa-
raph’].			

As	Robert	Alter	observes:		“The	

statement	moves	from	one	verb	of	

violent	destrucEon	to	another,	more	

intense	one,	ending	with	the	uSer	

consummaEon	by	fire	of	all	pagan	

icons.”1	

1	The	Five	Books	of	Moses,	p.	917.	
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        “But this is how you must deal with them:  Tear down 
their altars, smash their sacred pillars, chop down their 
asherahs, and destroy their idols by fire.  For you are a 
people holy to the Lord, your God; the Lord, your God, has 
chosen you from all the peoples on the face of the earth 
to be a people specially his own.  It was not because you 
are more numerous than all the peoples that the Lord set 
his heart on you and chose you; for you are really the 
smallest of all peoples.  It was because the Lord loved you 
and because of his fidelity to the oath he had sworn to 
your ancestors, that the Lord brought you out with a 
strong hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, 
from the hand of Pharaoh, king of Egypt . . . 

          



As	we’ve	seen,	this	sense	of	exclusivity	

pervades	Deuteronomy,	but	not	for	the	

reasons	we	may	think.	

God	makes	that	very	clear:	
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        “But this is how you must deal with them:  Tear down 
their altars, smash their sacred pillars, chop down their 
asherahs, and destroy their idols by fire.  For you are a 
people holy to the Lord, your God; the Lord, your God, has 
chosen you from all the peoples on the face of the earth 
to be a people specially his own.  It was not because you 
are more numerous than all the peoples that the Lord set 
his heart on you and chose you; for you are really the 
smallest of all peoples.  It was because the Lord loved you 
and because of his fidelity to the oath he had sworn to 
your ancestors, that the Lord brought you out with a 
strong hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, 
from the hand of Pharaoh, king of Egypt . . . 

          



God’s	moEve	for	choosing	Israel	as	his	

covenant	people	is	2-fold:			

1.   his	love	for	Israel,	and		
2. 	his	faithfulness	to	the	promises	he	

made	to	Abraham,	Isaac	and	Jacob.	
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        “But this is how you must deal with them:  Tear down 
their altars, smash their sacred pillars, chop down their 
asherahs, and destroy their idols by fire.  For you are a 
people holy to the Lord, your God; the Lord, your God, has 
chosen you from all the peoples on the face of the earth 
to be a people specially his own.  It was not because you 
are more numerous than all the peoples that the Lord set 
his heart on you and chose you; for you are really the 
smallest of all peoples.  It was because the Lord loved you 
and because of his fidelity to the oath he had sworn to 
your ancestors, that the Lord brought you out with a 
strong hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, 
from the hand of Pharaoh, king of Egypt . . . 
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        “Know, then, that the Lord, your God, is God:   
the faithful God who keeps covenant mercy to 
the thousandth generation toward those who love 
him and keep his commandments, but who repays 
with destruction those who hate him; he does not 
delay with those who hate him, but makes them 
pay for it.  Therefore carefully observe the 
commandment, the statutes and the ordinances 
which I command you today.” 

         (7: 5-11) 

          



God	is	quite	emphaEc	that	he	will	keep	

his	promises	and	“covenant	mercy”,	

even	to	the	thousandth	generaEon	of	

those	who	love	him.	

But,		he	will	not	hesitate	to	repay	with	

destrucEon	those	who	hate	him—and	

he	will	do	so	quickly!	
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Not	me.		
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I	remember	when	I	had	

an	“accident”	on	the	

new	carpet,	you	exiled	

me	from	the	house!	

NoEce	that	God	will	repay	quickly	

“those	who	hate	him,”	a	generic	

phrase	that	includes	the	Israelites!		

And	God	does	exactly	that	when	he	

exiles	his	people	to	Assyria	and	

Babylon,	“because	of	their	
treachery.”	
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Fidelity	to	the	covenant	yields	

blessings.		If	the	Israelites	faithfully	

follow	God,	God	will	abundantly	

demonstrate	his	“covenant	mercy.”	

This	is	the	2nd	Eme	we	have	seen	this	

term	in	3	verses.		The	Hebrew	word	

translated	“mercy”	is	checed	[kheh’-
sed].		It	occurs	247	Emes	in	the	Hebrew	

Scriptures	in	its	various	forms.	

“Covenant	mercy”	hits	the	target,	but	

not	the	bull’s	eye;	rather,	“loving	

kindness”	is	more	precise,	a	loving	

kindness	that	results	naturally	from	

God’s		tender	and	profound	love.	
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        “As your reward for heeding these ordinances and keeping 
them carefully, the Lord, your God, will keep with you the 
covenant mercy he promised on oath to your ancestors.  He 
will love and bless and multiply you; he will bless the fruit 
of your womb and the produce of your soil, your grain and 
wine and oil, the young of your herds and the offspring of 
your flocks, in the land which he swore to your ancestors 
he would give you.  You will be blessed above all peoples; 
no man or woman among you shall be childless nor shall 
your livestock be barren.  The Lord will remove all sickness 
from you; he will not afflict you with any of the malignant 
diseases that you know from Egypt, but will leave them 
with all those who hate you.” 

         (7: 12-15) 

          



God	then	reiterates	what	the	Israelites	

are	to	do	once	they	cross	the	Jordan	

River	and	begin	the	conquest:	
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        “You shall consume all the peoples which the Lord, your 
God, is giving over to you.  You are not to look on them 
with pity, nor serve their gods, for that would be a snare 
to you.  If you say to yourselves, ‘These nations are more 
numerous than we.  How can we dispossess them?’ do not 
be afraid of them.  Rather, remember clearly what the 
Lord, your God, did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt:  the 
great testing which your own eyes have seen, the signs and 
wonders, the strong hand and outstretched arm with which 
the Lord, your God, brought you out.  The same also will 
he do to all the peoples of whom you are afraid.” 

         (7: 16-19) 

          



And	God	tells	how	he	will	accomplish	

this:	
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        “Moreover, the Lord, your God, will send hornets among 
them, until those who are left and those who are hiding 
from you are destroyed.  Therefore, do not be terrified by 
them, for the Lord, your God, who is in your midst, is a 
great and awesome God.  He will remove these nations 
before you little by little.  You cannot finish with them 
quickly, lest the wild beasts become too numerous for you.  
The Lord, your God, will give them over to you and throw 
them into utter panic until they are destroyed.  He will 
deliver their kings into your power, that you may make 
their names perish from under the heavens.  No one will be 
able to stand up against you, till you have destroyed 
them . . .   

          

          



If	the	conquest	begins	in	1406	B.C.	

(according	to	our	daEng	scheme),	it	

will	take	unEl	the	Eme	of	King	David	

(1010-970	B.C.)—400	years—to	

completely	subdue	the	land.	

In	the	meanEme	.	.	.		

Show	No	Mercy	 52	



53	Show	No	Mercy	

        “The images of their gods you shall destroy by fire.  Do 
not covet the silver or gold on them, nor take it for 
yourselves, lest you be ensnared by it; for it is an 
abomination to the Lord, your God.  You shall not bring 
any abominable thing into your house, so as to be, like it, 
under the ban; loathe and abhor it utterly for it is under 
the ban.” 

         (7: 20-26) 

          

          



1.   What	is	the	significance	that	the	Israelites	will	defeat	

the	Hintes,	Girgashites,	Amorites,	Canaanites,	

Perizzites,	Hivites	and	Jebusites—seven	naRons?	

2.   The	Israelites	are	not	to	intermarry	with	the	people	

they	conquer.		Why?	

3.   What	does	it	mean	to	place	a	people	“under	the	ban”?	

4.   The	Israelites	are	to	“tear	down,”	“smash,”	“chop	

down,”	and	“destroy	.	.	.	by	fire”	the	temples,	altars	

and	images	of	other	gods	they	find	in	the	land.		How	

do	you	jusEfy	such	iconoclasm?	

5.   How	do	you	defend	God	ordering	the	wholesale	

slaughter	of	enEre	peoples	and	the	eradicaEon	of	

their	cultures?	
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