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BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES 

I am the bread of life. He who comes to me shall never hunger… John 6:35 

  
  

 

DEUTERONOMY 1-3 

The Hebrew name for this book is Devarim, which simply means “words”—Deuteronomy begins, 
“These are the words that Moses spoke to all Israel”. The English title, “Deuteronomy,” is a Greek 
word meaning “repetition of the Torah”1  because it contains elements of the four previous Books.  
In reading the first discourse, you might notice that it is all about words—words spoken by the LORD, 
Moses and the people: “I said to you”, You answered me and said,” “The LORD said to me, tell 
them…,” “then I said to you,” “all of you approached me and said,” and so on – “Words” is indeed an 
appropriate name for this book. These are words spoken to the entire people of Israel— Moses 
speaks to Israel as if his hearers were present at every event, which of course, they were not—
nevertheless, it is their story.   
 

Unlike the previous four books, Deuteronomy contains words from Moses himself, and it comes in a 
warm, personal form of expression. The familiar term, “The LORD spoke to Moses saying…”, does 
not appear in Deuteronomy. It is believed that Moses had reached such a high level of divine 
inspiration that it enabled him to speak the LORD’s words as His messenger.  
  

He uses the term YHVH our/your God throughout the narrative.  This is remarkable because it is the 
first time that this expression is used in the Torah and it is used here more than twenty times.  This 
term speaks of an intimacy based on reciprocal love between the LORD and Israel.  However, it also 
contains the two aspects of God: His mercy (YHWH) and his justice (Elohim)—and we see these two 
aspects clearly throughout the text. This also reminds us of John’s words concerning Yeshua, the 
Word made Flesh, who came from the Father full of grace and truth. (Jn. 1:14)  These two aspects of 
God must be held in balance in order to comprehend both the love of God and his righteous justice. 

It is notable that the previous three books of Torah begin with the letter vav, meaning ‘and,’ 
whereas Deuteronomy does not. This indicates that this book stands alone—although it has 
everything to do with the past. 

In the NT there are almost 100 quotations of and allusions to Deuteronomy. Jesus himself quotes 
Deuteronomy on numerous occasions—e.g. in His Sermon on the Mount and the Temptation in the 
Wilderness—and other NT writers also quote Deuteronomy, e.g. Acts 3:22-23; 7:37-38; Romans 
10:19. This clearly demonstrates the continuity that exists between the Tanach and the New 
Testament. Bearing this in mind, we might be alert to hearing these words of Moses for ourselves—
not just as an address to Israel some 3500 years ago.   

The Book opens 37 days before Moses’ death, at the very end of the fortieth year after their Exodus 
from Egypt. This is Moses’ farewell address to prepare the Children of Israel for entry into the 
Promised Land, and it takes the form of three distinct addresses, which are effectively a covenant 
renewal.   
 
 

 

                                                           
1 From Deut. 17:18, “copy of the Torah,” an ancient name for this book.  



2 

 

CHAPTER 1  

Moses begins his discourse by citing various names of the places they have visited. According to the 
sages, the various names are not landmarks or geographical locations, but rather words of reproof. 
That is, instead of detailing their sins outright, he alluded to them with code words: the meaning 
behind each word would remind them of various major sins along the way.2  
 
After the preamble, Moses reminds the people that God had said:  6 You have dwelt long enough at 
this mountain3. ‘Turn and take your journey, and go to the mountains of the Amorites, to all the 
neighbouring places …   ‘See, I have set the land before you; go in and possess the land which the 
LORD swore to your fathers—to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—to give to them and their descendants 
after them.’ 
 
 After almost a year at Mt Sinai, God gave the order to begin to journey to the Land; they had 
received an abundance of blessing and knowledge there, but complacency had set in and they were 
not eager to move on to take possession of the Land God had promised to give them. Without 
advancing on the journey they would never reach the Promised Land. 
 
Q, How might this lingering at Mt Sinai relate to our lives as Christians?   
  

The Appointment of Tribal Leaders & Judges – 1:13-18   

13 ‘Choose wise, understanding, and knowledgeable men from among your tribes, and I will make them heads 
over you.’ …leaders of thousands, leaders of hundreds, leaders of fifties, leaders of tens, and officers of your 
tribes. 

To maintain good order a hierarchical leadership was established – a leadership that would 
honoured, respected and looked up to.  It is understandable that the church, as it emerged from 
Judaism, would in some ways pattern its life and structure on the life and structure of God’s people 
in the Old Testament. So we see a leadership structure was also established in the early church—e.g. 
apostles, bishops, deacons and elders.  Several NT scriptures give us an insight into their roles, e.g. 1 
Timothy 3, Acts 15; 16:4; 20:28. 

16 “Then I commanded your judges at that time, saying, ‘Hear the cases between your brethren, and judge 
righteously between a man and his brother or the stranger who is with him. 17 ‘You shall not show partiality in 
judgment; you shall hear the small as well as the great; you shall not be afraid in any man’s presence, for the 
judgment is God’s. 

It is significant that the subject of justice comes up at the very beginning of the retelling of the 
Torah. As previously mentioned, justice is a vital part of God’s very nature, and His people must also 
understand how to administer justice impartially; conversely the people should have confidence that 
their case will be heard on its own merits, with no favouritism. We understand the vital part that 
justice plays in the foundation of our societies, and we are also aware of the gross injustice in 
various nations which do not have a Judeo-Christian heritage. 

v.19 We went through that entire vast and dreadful wilderness (see also 8:15-16). This was never 
meant to be an easy journey. The sages say that to reach the summit of holiness, one must have 
experienced the depths of human existence, which humbles, matures and prepares people to 
conquer the Promised Land. The patriarchs before them had their own trials and humbling 
experiences as they grew in faith and trust in God, who led them and refined them.    

                                                           
2 John Parsons, A Year through the Torah, p.249. 
3
 Horeb is the same as Mt Sinai 
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New Covenant believers are not immune from trials and testing either, as we read in James 1:1-4 – 
“count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces 
patience… that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing; and 1 Peter 1:7, which tells us 
that faith can only be proved genuine when tested by fire. Hebrews 12 speaks about the fatherhood 
of God, and how he chastens those he loves; v.8 “if you are without chastening, of which all have 
become partakers, then you are illegitimate and not sons.”    

Q. Can you testify to the truth of this in your own faith journey? 

The Sin of the Spies – 1:19-46   
 
The retelling of the saga of the spies at Kadesh Barnea takes up the remainder of this chapter. 
Despite the assurance - spelled out in verse 21: ‘Look, the LORD your God has set the land before 
you; go up and possess it, as the LORD God of your fathers has spoken to you; do not fear or be 
discouraged.’ - it continues, “Nevertheless you would not go up, but rebelled against the command of 
the LORD your God;”     
 
Remember that Moses is speaking to the second generation, not to the same people who failed to 
enter the first time.  Yet he speaks to them as if they were there at that time. According to verse 39, 
the children, “who do not know good from bad—they will enter the land. I will give it to them and 
they will take possession of it.”  The words of Jesus in Matthew 18:3 seem pertinent here: “Unless 
you become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever 
humbles himself like this little child…” 

Q. What can we learn from Israel’s lack of faith to enter the Land the first time?  And how does 
that correlate with the attitude of an innocent child? 

It was only Caleb, who ‘followed the LORD wholeheartedly,’ who would enter in.  Notice how the 
text separates Caleb (36) from Joshua (Yehoshua), who will lead Israel to inherit it. (v.38)—another 
clue to the Messianic significance of Joshua/ Yehoshua/Yeshua. 
 
The Children of Israel expressed remorse and wept before the LORD, (v.45) but to no avail, the time 
to enter had passed. Jewish tradition adds some details to this well-known and sad story. When we 
read: “So all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept that night,” 
Talmud elaborates: “That night was the night of the Ninth of Av. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said 
to them: you wept needlessly that night, and I will therefore establish for you a true tragedy over 
which there will be weeping in future generations.”   

In Judaism, the Ninth of Av, Tisha B'Av, has become an annual fast day—a Jewish day of mourning 
commemorating the destruction of both the first and the second Temples in Jerusalem, and many 
other calamities associated with this day.4 The Torah portion, Devarim, is always read on the 
Sabbath before Tisha B’Av —as if to remind them starkly of when their forbears stood on the bank of 
the Jordan but could not enter in because of lack of faith.  

It is a very sober reminder for all of us!  According to Jewish tradition, the spies were the best of the 
people—they certainly didn’t kill, didn’t steal and didn’t commit adultery. Yet, their sin of unbelief 
was such a terrible thing in God’s eyes. 5  

 1:45 Then you returned and wept before the Lord, but the Lord would not listen to your voice nor 
give ear to you. 

                                                           
4 https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/946703/jewish/What-Happened-on-the-Ninth-of-Av.htm 
5 I acknowledge Julia Blum, Israel Biblical Studies.com, for these insights.   
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Jesus used parables to speak of the ‘weeping and gnashing of teeth’ that will take place when he 
returns.6 Most sobering is the story of the Ten Virgins, who thought they were ready to meet the 
Lord, but when He came, five had the door closed to them. When the Lord closes the door, it is 
closed, and no amount of subsequent repentance with tears will open it.  

The letter to the Hebrews exhorts the new believers to learn from the mistakes of their forbears: 
“Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the 
rebellion, as on the day of testing in the wilderness” —this is the same exhortation the words of 
Moses in our Torah Portion are permeated with as he tries to impart to them that they are 
embarked on the same mission as their forefathers.  Even though the addressees of Hebrews are at 
another time and in another situation, they have the potential of following the same bad pattern of 
unbelief and unfaithfulness. The lessons here apply to all who profess faith in the God of Abraham, 
as Hebrews states:  “Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will perish 
by following their example of disobedience.”  (Heb.4:11)  

CHAPTER 2 – The Wilderness Years  
 
This brief history is an account of Moses telling the congregation of the last 40 years spent 
wandering in the wilderness. It includes some familiar stories from Numbers, although the details of 
these stories do not always match up. 

v.2 Enough of your circling this mountain; turn yourselves northward. 

This time, it is Mt Seir they are circling, and not moving forward. The Divine advice is to turn 
northward. The Hebrew word ‘north’ can also be read - that which is hidden or stored away.   
Perhaps they were stuck in despondency and self-despising after the traumatic incident of the spies.  
It may be that we too are ‘circling the same mountain’ which is tied to our despondency, 
disappointments and seeming failures, and we need to ‘move north’ – to seek that which is ‘hidden’.   

If we desire to move forward in the things of God, it might require a determination of our will to 
break out of our well-trodden paths—as the old saying goes: “If you do what you’ve always done, 
you’ll get what you’ve always got”. Paul encourages the Hebrews to “throw off everything that 
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out 
for us” (12:1). 

Q. How do we correlate ‘running with perseverance,’ and striving to enter the narrow gate, with 
living in God’s rest – His perfect shalom? 

2:7   Moses reminds them that in all their years trudging through the wilderness the LORD their GOD 
has been with them; they have lacked nothing. 
 
As we read on, we see that they needed to pass through territory allotted to Esau—referred to as 
“your brothers.” Israel is not to occupy land which God has allotted to Esau and Lot’s descendants, 
nor must they harass them or provoke them to war. The LORD had allotted land to the descendants 
of Esau (Seir) and Lot (Moab), who themselves had driven out ‘giants’ who had lived there.  The 
message is clear—if the Holy One helped Edom, Ammon and Moab displace giants, surely he will 
help Israel.   

                                                           
6 Lk. 13:28; Mt. 8:12, 24:51, 25:30. 
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Verses 9-13 & 17-25 – Moses conveys the words that the LORD spoke to him at that time. Notice the 
exhortations to rise up in faith. Whenever we see words like ‘rise up’ or ‘go north’, it is an 
exhortation to spiritual ascent – to rise up in faith:   
 
v.13  And the Lord said, Now rise up and get yourselves across the Zered Brook.7  [Zered – exuberant 
in growth;  nachal/brook – seasonal torrent.] Nachal Zered is repeated three times in verses 13&14. 
 
v.24 Rise up and cross Arnon Brook - Arnon comes from a root word meaning shout or cry out  
(usually for joy), as in Isaiah 12:6: Cry out and shout thou inhabitant of Zion; for great is the Holy One 
of Israel in the midst of thee. 
 
Read Exodus 15:13-17 – from the Song of Miriam. The battle is the LORD’s—it was then and it is 
now. Moses reminds them that, as the children of Israel moved forward in faith, they experienced 
victory after victory, and “the Lord began to put fear and dread upon all the nations under heaven, 
when they hear of your reputation, they will tremble and be in anguish because of you.” 
  
V.36 – there was no city that was too strong for us; the LORD our God gave everything before us.  
 
Q. Have you experienced times of victory when you moved forward in faith in difficult 
circumstances, trusting that God was with you?   

The pattern we’ve seen throughout the Torah is - If God’s people trust in Him and walk according to 
His ways, He goes before them and fights their battles for them. Fear takes hold of the enemy, 
because they know they are defeated.  Without childlike obedience and faith, God’s people will not 
have victory … but “If God is for us who can be against us.” 
 

CHAPTER 3 – Israel’s Victories 

Chapter 3 continues to describe the victories Israel had over the tribes on the east side of the Jordan 
– victories that were recounted in Numbers 21 and were the reason the Balaam, King of Moab, 
summoned Balak to curse Israel. He saw how it had defeated Sihon King of the Amorites and Og King 
of Bashan. The fear we spoke of earlier had gripped him, nevertheless he was determined to see 
Israel destroyed. The territories gained in these battles were to become the land allotted to the 
Reubenites, the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh. Moses even mentions the size of Og, King of 
Bashan’s bed, as proof that Og, King of Bashan, was indeed a giant! (3:11) He reminds them that He 
wants this generation to pass the test the first generation failed—and they can do it.  

This section brings Israel up to the present time—as they stand in readiness to enter the Land and 
conquer the inhabitants. Over these three chapters, Moses has exhorted the people to have courage 
to move forward, by looking back on their journey so far—by seeing the very real challenges they 
have overcome and victories they have won. This had not been an easy journey for them, but it was 
never meant to be. 
 

What is the lesson for us here? Paul certainly understood that there would be spiritual battles 
ahead for believers: “We battle not against flesh and blood but principalities and powers in high 
places”; “Put on the whole armour of God…” The enemy of our souls seeks to thwart our progress, 
but ‘the battle is the Lord’s’; He goes before us always, and has already won the victory, but we must 
also play our part and rise up in faith and take hold of the promises in His Word—for the One who 
calls us is faithful. 

                                                           
7 Zered Brook is an intermittent stream that flows into the southern end of the Dead Sea from the east.  
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The Plea of Moses 
 
Read 3:23-28 – Feel the emotion of Moses as again he recounts his plea to the LORD to be able “to 
go over and see the good land beyond the Jordan”. “But because of you” he recalls, “the LORD 
was angry with me and wouldn’t listen to me.” Back in Deut. 1:37, Moses also said “because of you 
the Lord became angry with me”. And we will see it for a third time in Deut. 4:21: “The Lord was 
angry with me because of you and solemnly swore I would not cross the Jordan and enter the 
good land….”  This threefold repetition that it was ‘because of you,’ draws our attention. How do 
you understand it? And what was the reason for this categorical refusal from the Lord in v26: 
“Enough of that,” the Lord said, “Do not speak to me again of this matter.”  
 
We might think the incident of striking the rock twice to be the reason why Moses could not enter 
the Land. But Moses seems to be apportioning the blame to the people. Is he not accepting of his 
own sin or is there something more going on here? Jewish Midrash offers this explanation: 
 

Even after death his bones would not be taken across the river. Thus, Moses was refused this favour 
that Joseph had received. Hashem did not grant it to Moses for Moses was obliged to remain with 
the    generation that died in the Wilderness because of the sin of spies, to be resurrected later with 
them.  He will protect them until the time of the resurrection. Indeed, Moses had to die on the 
other side of the Jordan to remain with all the Jews who were destined to die ourtside the Holy 
Land. He will protect them until the time of the resurrection (Tanchuma).

8 
 
Due to the prophetic nature of the Torah, we might also consider a deeper meaning in the 
firmness of the LORD’s stand on this. Moses represents the Torah; the covenant between the 
Israelites and God. The giving of the decrees and ordinances are complete at this point. No more 
will be added—his vitally important mission was now complete, the foundation laid. Moses is now 
to encourage and strengthen Joshua, for he shall go over before this people, and he shall cause 
them to inherit the land which you will see.’ The mantle of leadership must be handed on. 
 
24 ‘O Lord GOD, You have begun to show Your servant Your greatness and Your mighty hand, for 
what god is there in heaven or on earth who can do anything like Your works and Your mighty 
deeds? … behold it with your eyes for you shall not cross over this Jordan.   
 
Referring to v.24, an interesting rabbinical comment reads: 

  

Moses saw that he was called servant but not His child. He realized that to be truly worthy of this 
name one must live in the Holy Land. The Torah can be truly fulfilled only in the Holy Land.   
 

Reflect on this comment in the light of 1 John 3:1:   
 

Behold what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should 
be called children of God! 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
8 Rabbi Elie Munk, The Call of the Torah,  Devarim, p.39. 


