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It was Hezekiah and Josiah who effectively centralised all worship in 

Jerusalem and made the temple the sole sanctuary, 134 and therefore during their time 

'the place in which YHWH will choose' was evidently Jerusalem. Similarly, after the 

exile Jerusalem became the "sole Jewish sanctuary in Palestine." 135 Yet the fact 

remains that in Deuteronomy the chosen place was not explicitly mentioned. 136 While 

it could be argued, as Clements did, that Jerusalem simply could not be mentioned 

since Deuteronomy is presented as spoken by Moses, 137 to insist that Deuteronomy 

promotes Jerusalem as the chosen place does sidestep the possibility that the 

Deuteronomic phrase "the place" could have originally been speaking of a central 

sanctuary in the northern areas such as Shechem, Bethel, Gilgal and Shiloh before 

Jerusalem eventually became the pre-eminent sanctuary. According to the 

Deuteronomic historian, these places also enjoyed in their times the status of the place 

of centralised worship. 138 The recent work by Richter has shown that the literary, 

archaeological, epigraphic, and geographical data point to the Deuteronomic 

identification of 'the place' as Mount Ebal. 139 She argues that Mount Ebal was the 

first locale in which YHWH "places his name," a fact which was accepted by later 

theologians who complied Deuteronomy 5-28 (cf. Deut. 11 :29; 27:4). 140 If the 

Deuteronomists had sought to protect the sacredness and eminence of Jerusalem as 

134 De Vaux, Ancient Israel, p.336. 
135 Wenham, "Deuteronomy and the Central Sanctuary," p.109. 
136 See de Vaux, Ancient Israel, p.338. Also Nicholson, in arguing against the view that Deuteronomy 
expresses the Jerusalem traditions, points out that Deuteronomy's polemics against kingship and its 
strict limitations placed on the monarchy "rule out quite decisively any possibility of its origin among 
Jerusalem circles." See Nicholson, Deuteronomy and Tradition, p.93. 
137 See p.138, n.119 above. 
138 J. Gary Millar, Now Choose Life: Theology and Ethics in Deuteronomy (Leicester: Apollos, 1998), 
p.lOl. See further details of these places in Wenham, "Deuteronomy and the Central Sanctuary," 
pp.l 05-109. 
139 Richter, "The Place of the Name," pp.342-366. 
140 Richter, "The Place of the Name," p.366. Richter also states, "The Book of Deuteronomy itself 
provides the identity' of its unique, chosen "place." Recognizing that the cultural cargo accompanying 
the nine deuteronomic references to "the place in which I choose to place my name" involves inscribed 
monuments, that the opening paragraph of Deuteronomy xii exhorts Israel to remove the inscriptions of 
the Canaanite deities from their cult sites as Yahweh will be placing his own inscription at his own site, 
and that Deuteronomy xi and xxvii communicate how, when, and where Yahweh's inscribed monument 
is to be installed, it seems that the book does indeed answer the question it poses: the "place of the 
name" within the Book of Deuteronomy is Mt. Ebal" (pp.364-365). Richter further states, "The 
probability is that somewhere in Israelite history there existed large plastered and inscribed stelae at a 
cultic site in need of explanation. The continuance of the sentence title within the centralising formula 
in the DH and in Jeremiah - 'the place in which Yahweh your God will choose to place his name'­
also points to the possibly that these stele were understood to have been installed first at Ebal, then 
Shiloh, and eventually Jerusalem" (p.366, n.70). 
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YHWH' s chosen place of centralised worship, it remams doubtful whether 

Deuteronomy in its final form has been successful in this objective. 

It follows that the identity of the 'place' may not be the essential point in 

Deuteronomy. It is likely, rather, that the command about the chosen place has to do 

with Israel's uncompromising worship of YHWH. 141 This reading is further 

strengthened by Richter's argument concerning the function of the Deuteronomic 

idiom OW i~~ PW7 or OW i~~-n~ 01ill'{ ("to put his name there"), as noted 

earlier. 142 In that light, Deuteronomy's 'place' may be understood to refer to the land, 

which can also be seen as the sanctuary of YHWH's enthronement. 143 Several 

references in Deuteronomy 12-26 may be read as associating the chosen place of 

worship with the land (Deut. 12:1, 2-3; 26:2, 9-10). 144 These connections between the 

place and land speak of the "importance of right worship" for covenant-keeping and 

possession of the land. 145 Furthermore, they also mean that the altar-law "participates 

in the provisionality of 'places' in Deuteronomy."146 This results in Deuteronomy's 

"refusal to give finality to Jerusalem." 147 Hence McConville states, 

If the language of 'place' in Deut. 12:1-5 is carefully interwoven with the 
theme in the wider context of the book, then the idea of a chosen place of 
worship is less concerned with identifying and supporting the claims of a 
sanctuary than with laying claim to. the allegiance of Israel in worship, within a 
covenantal context, in which particular historical situations are subject to 
change. 148 

Moreover, he also notes that the Deuteronomic place formula emphasises not so much 

the identity of the 'place' but the divine act of 'choosing.' 149 This understanding 

correlates with Deuteronomy's depiction ofYHWH as the sovereign God who chooses 

141 See J.G. McConville and J.G. Millar, Time and Place in Deuteronomy (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1994), pp.123-132. See also Millar, Now Choose Life, p.101. Millar reckons that 
there is no need to be too preoccupied with the identity of the place since it is seemingly unclear as "it 
is perfectly in keeping with the Deuteronomic concern to preserve the freedom of Yahweh as the 
transcendent God who knows no limits, while insisting that, in his grace, he has chosen to make his 
presence known at his own place." 
142 Richter, Deuteronomistic History, p.217. See pp.134-137 above. 
143 Richter, Deuteronomistic History, pp.37, 55. 
144 See further explanation in McConville and Millar, Time and Place, pp.l30-132. 
145 McConville and Millar, Time and Place, p.132. 
146 McConville and Millar, Time and Place, p.132. 
147 J. Gordon McConville, "A Dialogue with Gordon McConville on Deuteronomy: A Response from 
Gordon McConville," in SJT (2003): p.528. 
148 McConville and Millar, Time and Place, p.l32. 
149 J. Gordon McConville, Law and Theology in Deuteronomy (Sheffield: JSOT, 1984), pp.30-32. 
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Israel and gives her the Torah to set in motion Israel's path to greatness a~ a nation 

distinct in worship and governance (Deut. 7 :6-16; 12-26). Deuteronomy's notion of 

centralisation is bound up with the idea of YHWH's freedom of choice over Israel, 

their worship, and his right to her absolute loyalty. In this sense it may be said that the 

land of Israel is the chosen sanctuary which bears YHWH's name (cf. Deut. 26:9). 150 

In line with this, the Song in Deuteronomy 32:43 speaks of the necessity of expiating 

Israel's land from defilement by her enemies or/and by her own wrongdoing (cf. Deut. 

24:4). The importance of cleansing is made clearer when it is understood in relation to 

Israel's special place in relation to YHWH's world (cf. Deut. 4:6-8; 32:8-9). Closely 

related to centralisation is the idea of judicial authority, as the following discusses. 

2.3.2 The Judicial Authority and Centralisation 

The idea that Deuteronomy is concerned with cult centralisation received an 

added boost in the work of Bernard Levinson who believes that Deuteronomy's legal 

corpus represents an innovative, radical hermeneutical manipulation of the Covenant 

Code. He argues that the scribes, in their effort to transform the cultic institutions and 

rituals, justified their innovation of centralisation from the older authoritative laws for 

the purpose of making them appear as if they endorsed the idea of centralisation even 

though those laws conflicted with the scribes' centralising agenda. 151 It was 

important for the scribes to reuse these older laws because they believed that they 

would give their innovations "the guise of continuity with the past and consistency 

with traditionallaw."152 They therefore reworked these laws to "erase the conflict" by 

picking up key words and phrases (lemmas) from the earlier Code and supplying them 

with "new contexts and meanings," while at the same time concealing their innovative 

works with "terms of the older dispensation." 153 Two literary devices are especially 

evident in this reworking: repetitive resumption and what Levinson refers to as 

Seidel's law. Repetitive resumption occurs when clauses from the text, be it verbatim 

150 See McConville, God and Earthly Power, p.91. He points out that the relationship between the 
chosen place of worship (centre) and towns of Israel (locations) is "one of mutuality, not opposition." 
He reckons that this is a point "that is not always recognized in formulations of deuteronomic 
'centralization.'" He says, "The Deuteronomic programme as it bears upon the relation between centre 
and localities is quite different. While Yahweh's name is memorialized at a particular chosen place 
(the 'centre'), it is nevertheless the whole land that is sanctified by his possession of it." 
151 On the delegitimisation of the Book of the Covenant in favour of the Deuteronomic law-code, 
compare Oswald, Staatstheorie im A /ten Israel, pp.126-127. Oswald, unlike Levin son, does not see 
Deuteronomy as centralizing worship in Jerusalem. 
152 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.21. 
153 Levinson, Legal Innovation, pp.5-6, 20-21. 
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or abridged, are repeated after the interruption to signify the resumption of the text. 154 

The Seidel 's law, which does almost the same thing as repetitive resumption, reverses 

the elements of the text in a chiastic form, for example, AB is cited as B1 N. 155 

Essentially, in Levinson's scheme the scribal innovation in Deuteronomy resulted 

negatively in the abrogation of sacrificial worship at local altars and curtailment of the 

king's judicial authority, but positively in the centralisation of worship at a single 

site. 156 

According to him, cult centralisation resulted in a revision of the judicial 

procedures and of the sources of judicial authority in the local and central sphere. In 

the local sphere the judicial function which was usually performed at the local altars 

had to be revised and a reduction in the judicial authority of the elders was necessary 

if cult centralisation were to succeed. 157 In the central sphere, the judicial authority 

which was once held by the monarch had to be transferred to the temple and its 

officials so that it could now take on its new role in judicial administration. 158 The 

effect of such changes is an interesting aspect of centralisation because, while cult 

centralisation has been usually viewed as an enhancement of the king's position and 

authority, it was not so in Levinson's view. 159 Levinson argues that Deuteronomy 

17:8-13 bestows supreme judicial authority on the sanctuary, but suppresses the 

exalted view of kingship as expressed in the ideology of the royal psalms. 160 In these 

psalms the king has a divinely appointed role of administering justice, like the kings 

of the ancient Near East, except that the Israelite king does not compose the law. 161 

This idea of kingship is evident in the examples of David and Solomon who dealt 

with complex legal cases and judicial appeals. 162 Solomon, in particular, was 

especially glorified for his "divine wisdom in executing justice" (I Kgs 3 :28), an 

154 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.18. 
155 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p. 18. 
156 See another legal innovation in Joseph Fleishman, "Legal Innovation in Deuteronomy XXI 18-20," 
in VTLIII, 3 (2003): pp.311-327. 
157 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.98. 
158 Levinson, LegallYJnovation, p.98. 
159 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.98. Levinson states, "In the central sphere, the role played by the 
king as the final arbiter of justice also had to be transformed. That role, conforming to Israelite and 
broader ancient Near East convention, had to be radically revised in order to permit the central 
sanctuary to occupy its new place in the judicial administration." 
160 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.l38. 
161 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.l38. 
162 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.140. 
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idealisation which for Levinson is a reflection of the ancient Near Eastern ideology. 163 

However, all these are radically transformed in Deuteronomy 17:8-13. This 

restriction on the king's judicial authority is then followed by five distinct 

prohibitions on what the king should be and should not do, followed by a unique 

demand of what he must do (Deut. 17: 14-20). The Israelite king (1) should be a 

fellow Israelite brother whom YHWH chooses (v.15); (2) should not be a foreigner 

(v.l5); (3) should not multiply horses (v.16); (4) wives (v.l7); and (5) silver and gold 

(v.17) for himself. Rather, he must write a copy of the Torah in order to meditate 

upon and practice it (vv.18-19). For Levinson, the Israelite king is hence "reduced to 

a mere titular figurehead of the state, more restricted than potent, more otiose than 

exercising real military, judicial, executive, and cultic function." 164 Although 

Deuteronomy 16:18-18:22 have been typically understood as dealing with "Office­

bearers of the theocracy," the texts actually do not reflect this conventional view. 165 

Levinson rightly points out that the arrangement of the topics: local judiciary ( 16:18-

20; 17:2-7), central justice (17:8-13), monarch (17:14-20), priests (18:1-8), and 

prophets (18:9-22), shows that the authors were not emphasising the administrative 

organisation. In that case, the text sequence would probably have ranked the king at 

the top of the hierarchy and the official with the least authority at the bottom. 166 

Instead, he thinks that the re-sequencing in which the king is placed in the middle was 

an editorial strategy to emphasise the fact that the temple is now given the "pride of 

place judicially and textually" by reassigning to it the judicial authority which was 

once held by the king. 167 

Levinson's hypothesis of Deuteronomy as a document subject to a literary 

reformulation arises from the widely-held assumption that it was a product of the 

seventh century which prompted a wide-scale reform through its demand for 

centralised worship. However, as we have seen, this understanding is not without its 

problems. Furthermore, the idea that Deuteronomy is a literary reformulation of the 

Covenant Code remains debatable. Vogt raises the question of the audience to whom 

163 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.l41. 
164 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.141. 
165 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.142. He points out, "The texts reflect the authors' drawing the 
consequences of centralisation for both judicial and public administration. Deuteronomy's cultic center 
eclipses the king both in textual priority and in claiming supreme judicial authority at royal expense." 
166 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p. 142. 
167 Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.l43. 
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this reformulation was directed. He argues that if the target audience were familiar 

with the old authoritative texts they would be aware of the disparity between the old 

texts and the revised one in spite of old terminologies being reworked into the new. 168 

The reverse is also true. If the audience had limited knowledge of the older texts, a 

literary reformulating of the older laws into Deuteronomy may not necessarily have 

made much difference to them. Most importantly, one has to explain how the idea of 

cult centralisation coheres with the idea that the king, presumably Josiah, would order 

a wide-scale reform in Israel only to have his royal power and judicial authority 

usurped and himself reduced to what Levinson calls, a "titular figurehead." 169 

Moreover, in view of the socio-political situation of the seventh century, the effort of 

centralisation would make sense precisely because such an effort would fortify the 

power of the king politically and financially. 170 Yet, Deuteronomy presents a 

different scenario of what the king should be and how tithes were to be given. The 

peculiarity is conspicuous. If the overall Deuteronomic aim is to legislate for the idea 

of centralisation, how could such an idea co-exist with a text like Deuteronomy 17:14-

20? In this sense, von Rad is right to point out that Deuteronomy's low view of 

human kingship can hardly be seen as promoting Josiah's regime. 171 This presents a 

real problem if Deuteronomy is linked with Josiah's reign, as Levinson himself 

acknowledges. Nevertheless, what remains interesting in Levinson's hypothesis is his 

recognition of the Deuteronomic curtailment of the king's power, which was in stark 

contrast to the ancient Near Eastern world. 172 That the Israelite king was limited in 

authority by being prohibited from amassing for himself military might, wives, and 

material wealth but binding him to the study of the Torah points to the fact that unlike 

kings of the ancient Near East, he was forbidden to place himself at the apex of the 

political and religious hierarchical system. Israel, despite having a human king, was 

to remain as a theocracy and her king was restricted from pursuing personal 

advantage and was not above the law. Rather, he was to submit to YHWH's authority 

168 Vogt, Deuteronomic Theology, p.66. 
169 Vogt argues the similar point. See Vogt, Deuteronomic Theology, p.66. 
170 See Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.148; Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.153. 
171 V on Rad, Deuteronomy;pp.27-28. See p.l21 above. 
172 Reimer, in arguing that the origin of the prohibitions against a return to Egypt in Deut. 28:68 is a 
reflection of Moses' word in Exod. 14:13, concludes that this "anti-Egypt polemic" is later introduced 
into the law of the king in Deut. 17:16. See more detail in David J. Reimer, "Concerning Return to 
Egypt: Deuteronomy XVII 16 and XXVIII 68 Reconsidered," in J.A. Emerton (ed.) Studies in the 
Pentateuch (Leiden: Brill, 1990), pp.217-229. 
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who is the true king of Israel. The strength of the Deuteronomic critique of the 

human monarchical kingship cannot be ignored. 

The curtailment of the king's power points the readers of Deuteronomy to the 

emphasis on YHWH's supreme rule. Mark O'Brien in his recent synchronic analysis 

of 16:18-18:22 affirms that one of the convictions this pericope aims to maintain is 

that Israel was one people set apart from all the nations for the exclusive service of 

YHWH and hence was to commit herself to the Torah in the challenging new 

situation of living in the land and in proximity to surrounding nations. 173 In 

Deuteronomy YHWH's rule is expressed through the Torah, within which is a 

sanctioned political and social order which, if implemented, would transform Israel 

into a different kind of society befitting a people of YHWH. 174 Deuteronomy is 

concerned with how this revolutionary order can be worked out in the political and 

religious spheres. Interestingly, the curtailment of the royal authority as one of the 

effects of centralisation also gives prominence to an important theological concept 

undergirding the Song: it is YHWH, not the monarchical king, who is the sovereign 

and supreme ruler in the political and religious affairs of Israel. In view of these 

features, the dynamic relationship between the Song and Deuteronomy can be seen 

expressed in how they work together to focus the audience on an important question: 

what kind of a nation should Israel be in order to serve YHWH? The next section 

explores how Deuteronomy deals with this question before asking how the Song 

relates to it. 

3. The Deuteronomic Concern: A Distinctive Israel 

Deuteronomy emphasises Israel's uniqueness and refers to her as YHWH' s 

inheritance (i1',m, Deut. 4:20). Her uniqueness is derivative from YHWH's own, 
T -:-

which Deuteronomy expresses in terms of his righteous character (Deut. 4:31; 5:1 0; 

10:17-18; 32:4; cf. 1 Sam. 26:23) and his supremacy over the gods of other nations 

(Deut. 4:34-35; 10:17-18; 32:4, 39). These qualities are manifested in his redemption 

173 See Mark O'Brien, ''Deuteronomy 16.18-18.22: Meeting the Challenge of Towns and Nations," in 
JSOTVol. 33.2 (2008): pp.l55-172. 
174 Deuteronomy's relationship with the Prophets (e.g. Hosea, Micah, Isaiah, Jeremiah), McConville 
points out, suggests that Deuteronomy should be seen as a "radical spiritual and political blueprint" for 
Israel's national life to counter the Assyrians' "social-political-religious programme" in the context of 
the ancient world. See McConville, Deuteronomy, pp.21, 35. 
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of Israel from Egypt (Deut. 1 :27; 4:37; 8: 14) his provision for her in the wilderness 

(Deut. 8:2-4, 15-16; 32:10-12) and his giving of the fertile land to her as an 

inheritance (Deut. 4:21, 38; 8:7-9; 15:4; 19:10; 20:16; 21:23; 24:4; 25:19; 26:1). In 

return, Deuteronomy insists that Israel must show loyalty to YHWH and express his 

sovereign rule and righteous character in all aspects of her national life in order to 

distinguish herself from the other nations (Deut. 5:6-10; 6:13-14; 10:12-20; 12:1-

26: 15). 175 It is necessary for Israel to maintain her distinctiveness as a Yahwistic 

nation amidst the religious diversity and political ideologies of the ancient Near East. 

In this light, Deuteronomy insists on two fundamental principles according to which 

Israel is governed as a distinctive nation: the purity of worship and the centrality of 

Torah. 

3.1 Purity of Worship 

Deuteronomy is conscious that worship does not merely signify the 

worshippers' obligation to give sacrificial offerings to the deity (Deut. 12:6; 16:2; cf. 

Exod. 5:1, 3) but their reliance on and devotion to the service of that deity. This idea 

of reliance and devotion may be typified by the Deuteronomic expression "bow down 

and serve them" (t:lJ;1l;l~1 Q~!D,O~i}) which describes the nature of Israel's foreign 

worship (Deut. 4:19; 8:19; 30:17; cf. Jos. 23:16; Judg. 10:6, 13; 1 Kgs 9:6; 2 Chron. 

7: 19). 176 Since Israel has been "allotted" Cp':?~) to YHWH as his inheritance and 

people (Deut. 4: 19-20; 29:26; cf. 32:8-9), 177 her foreign worship is tantamount to 

undermining YHWH' s power and denies his right over her. As Brian Rosner points 

out, "Idolatry as a concept is an attack on God's exclusive rights to our love, trust and 

obedience." 178 This explains why Deuteronomy insists that Yahwistic worship must 

be non-negotiable in Israel's national life, as illustrated by the frequent warnings 

against idolatry (Deut. 5:7; 6:14; 7:4; 8:19; 11:16, 28; 13:2-3, 6, 14; 17:3; 18:20; 

28:14; 29:25 [29:26]; 31:8, 20). In this regard, Deuteronomy resembles the Prophets 

175 See also Richter, Deuteronomistic History, pp.96-122. 
176 Brian Rosner points out that "serve" and "worship" signify more than "isolated acts of cultic 
worship" in ceremonial contexts. He says, "When it is said that the people 'serve' Baal or other gods 
or the Lord the term implies not only the exclusive nature of the relationship but the total commitment 
and, in effect, obedience of the worshipper. That to 'serve' a deity involved doing their bidding is made 
clear in passages like Matthew 6:24/Luke 16:13 where the 'service' is rendered to a master and the 
Pauline phrase 'bow the knee', which is a synonym for worship." See Brian S. Rosner, "The Concept 
ofldolatry," Them 24.3 (May 1999): pp.26-27. 
177 See also Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, p.206; McConville, Deuteronomy, p.l08. 
178 Rosner, "The Concept ofldolatry," p.27. 
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who lay stress on obeying the First Command, and call Israel back to her loyalty to 

YHWH. Deuteronomy's demand for loyalty even requires the annihilation of those 

whom YHWH sees as threats to Israel's devotion: she must totally destroy these 

people (t:l~"'JD,IJ t:l}Q,iJ t:lQ~::P0, Deut. 7:2; 13:16 [13:15]; 20:16-17); she must not 

make any covenant with them (n~"')=\l t:Jry7 n'i;>rn~·t,, Deut. 7:2) nor show any mercy 

to them (t:JP.r;t¥;1 KS, Deut. 7:2) but must demolish all their worship places and idol 

images (Deut. 7:2, 15; 12:2-4). The severe stance taken by Deuteronomy in this 

matter is primarily grounded on two concepts: YHWH's election and holiness. 

3.1.1. YHWH's Election 

The ideas that Abraham (and Israel) is "known by God" (1~8~T ~::p, Gen. 

18:19) and that Israel is "set apart for God" (t:l~~1p ~~. Lev. 20:26) are expressed in 

Deuteronomy by the phrase "YHWH has chosen" (i1~i1~ 111~, Deut. 7:6; 14:2). 179 

The idea of election is foundational to the notion of Israel's allotment to YHWH 

(Deut. 7:6; 14:2) in that it is linked to the concept of "possession" (i17~.9· Deut. 

26: 18). This, according to Weinfeld, is a status that has its meaning "rooted in the 

ANE political sphere" in which the sovereign ruler would confer this special status on 

his vassal whom he singled out. 180 Two aspects of the idea of election in 

Deuteronomy make Israel a unique vassal: antiquity and love. The former may be 

inferred from Deuteronomy 4:32 in which the expressions "former days which were 

before you" ('9~~.~7 ,~~-1!{:1~ t:l~~ili~"') t:l~~:) and "the day that God created man" 

(t:ll~ t:l~fiS~ ~l~ 1!{:1~ t:Ji~;T1~7) ostensibly place YHWH's acts of preservation 

and redemption in the context of all world history in order to highlight Israel's unique 

experience as the outcome of her election since creation (Deut. 4:33-34). This idea of 

antiquity is not restricted to the Deuteronomic prose but is also confirmed in the Song 

(Deut. 32:7-9), 181 in which the expression "days of old" (t:J7il1 ni~~. Deut. 32:7) 

suggests that Israel's unique status was the result of the divine choice in ancient time. 

In this light, YHWH is rightfully Israel's ancient and legitimate God (t:l"'JP ~~iS~, 

179 Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, p.60. Wright, Deuteronomy, p.lll. 
180 Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, p.60. See also McConville, Deuteronomy, p.l55. 
181 See also Weinfeld, Deuteronomy, p.211; Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.371; McConville, Deuteronomy, 
pp.453-454. 
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Deut 33:27). 182 Thus, the Song disparages Israel's foreign gods by referring to them 

as "strangers" (t:l~li, Deut. 32:16; cf. Ps. 44:21 [44:20]; 81:10 [81:9]; Isa. 43:12; Jer. 

2:25; 3:13), "new ones" (t:l~W1Q., Deut. 32:17), "demons" (t:l~'!tp~, Deut. 32:17), 

"gods whom they have not known" (t:l1l11~ x·', o~H'?"x, Deut. 32: 17; cf. Deut. 11 :28; 
T : • ~: 

13:3, 7-8, 14; 28:64; 29:25), and "no-gods" (;:i'?~ K'?, Deut. 32:21) in order to 

distinguish them from YHWH (Deut. 32:1 0-14). 183 The sharp contrast between the 

antiquity of YHWH and the 'newness' of the foreign gods is significant because, as 

Tigay points out, antiquity was a hallmark of authenticity in the ancient world. 184 

The second aspect of election is YHWH's "love" (:JiJ~). for Israel and her 

patriarchs (Deut. 4:37; 7:7-8; 23:5; 33:3). Deuteronomy relates how YHWH loved 

Israel through his redemption of her from Egypt (Deut. 1:27, 30; 4:20, 30, 34, 37, 45, 

46; 5:6, 15; 6:12,21, 22-23; 7:8, 19; 8:14; 9:7, 12, 26, 28-29; 11:3,4, 10; 13:5-6,10-

11; 15:15; 16:1,3, 6; 20:1; 23:5; 24:18; 25:17; 26:8; 29:2, 16; 34:11) and provision in 

the wilderness (Deut. 1:6-7, 42; 2:2-7,9-13, 17-18, 24-25; 3:2; 8:2-4, 15-16; cf. Exod. 

13:21-22). Furthermore, YHWH's love and "compassion" (t:l!J}) for Israel are seen 

in his unwillingness to 'destroy and forget' her despite her disobedience (Deut. 4:31). 

They are also exemplified in the idea of his giving of the land promised to Abraham 

and his descendents (Gen. 12:1-2), which, however, remains unfulfilled in 

Deuteronomy due to Israel's unbelief, as typified by the expressions "her 

unwillingness" (t:ll)~:;l~ K'?, Deut. 1 :26), "rebelliousness" (111?8, Deut. 1 :26), and 

"grumbling" (1Jn_D, Deut. 1 :27). Despite this, Deuteronomy anticipates the 

fulfilment of the Abrahamic promise of the land through which Israel might express 

her distinctive nationhood in terms of her social-political-religious outlook. By virtue 

of this, other nations might take notice of her wisdom and understanding (Deut. 4:6) 

and be made aware of the righteousness of the Torah (nX-TiJ i1lintJ '?;:,:p t:lj~~':]~, 

Deut. 4:8), and her greatness as a Yahwistic nation ('?i1~ ~;J ~~. Deut. 4:7-8). When 

182 See McConville, Deuteronomy, p.456. McConville points out that Israel's poetic names such as 
Jacob and Jeshurun are used with YHWH's poetic names such as the Rock and Eloah to reinforce the 
idea that YHWH is Israel's God. 
183 See esp. v.12 ,::l). ~~ i~l:' r~. See Driver, Deuteronomy, p.362; Mayes, Deuteronomy, p.387. 
184 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.306. 
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Deuteronomy compares Israel with other nations, Braulik notes, her incomparability 

is "ultimately founded on a gift of grace." 185 

In VIew of the purpose and antiquity of YHWH's election of Israel 

Deuteronomy insists on Israel's absolute loyalty to YHWH as the only God whom 

she is to love as her own God. 186 In this sense, the assertion of the oneness of YHWH 

in Deuteronomy 6:4 may be understood as a polemic against the gods of other nations 

which Israel is to refrain from worshipping. 187 But besides the idea of election, the 

Deuteronomic insistence on Israel's purity in Y ahwistic worship is also due to her 

calling to holy living in the light of YHWH's holiness. 

3.1.2 YHWH's Holiness 

The holiness of YHWH has profound implications for Israel's worship. The 

word "holiness" word groups (lli)l?) is used more than two hundred times from 

Exodus to Deuteronomy. For Deuteronomy YHWH's holiness describes his 

supremacy as "the God of gods and Lord of lords" (o~t,~;:t ~~.'1~1 o~0'',~;:t ~ry',~, 

Deut. 10:17; cf. Deut. 4:35; 32:39), as well as his integrity and character (Deut. 4:31; 

5:9-10; 32:4; cf. 1 Sam. 26:23). Deuteronomy therefore calls upon Israel to avoid the 

snare of idolatrous, perverted polytheistic beliefs. As idolatry is "the ultimate 

expression of unfaithfulness"188 to YHWH, Deuteronomy obligates Israel to remain 

loyal to YHWH by abandoning idolatry in the land (Deut. 4:3-4, 15-18, 19, 25; 5:8-9; 

6:14-15; 7:4,16, 25-26; 8:19; 9:7-8, 18-20; 11:7, 16; 11:28; 13:2,5-6,11, 13; 17:2-3, 

5, 7; 23:16; 27:15; 28:14, 36, 64; 29:17, 18, 24-29; 30:17; 3J:29; 32:16, 21) and 

remembering YHWH's faithfulness towards her and her ancestors. But upholding 

YHWH's holiness also requires ethical living on Israel's part. Although Deuteronomy 

185 See Braulik, The Theology of Deuteronomy, pp.2-3, 8-9, 14. For Braulik, the idea of YHWH's grace 
to Israel was also extended to assure his exiled people of the validity of their election and encourage 
them to live according to their elected position despite them being "bitterly humiliated" (p.I4). Braulik 
therefore believes that the pericope in Deut. 4:1-40 was inserted into the Deuteronomic Torah (chap. 5-
28) in the late exilic times to address the question of Israel's identity in the light of her exile and the 
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple (pp.2-3, 8-9). He read it as an echo of the Solomonic prayer in I 
Kings 8 and lay stress on the concept of YHWH's transcendence as a response to the destroyed Temple 
(p.8). See Gary Millar's critique of Braulik's argument in McConville and Millar, Time and Place, 
pp.32-49. 
186 Braulik, The Theology of Deuteronomy, p.l 03. Braulik points out that Deuteronomy lays more 
stress on "the commandment to love God than on the statements about God" and the emphasis on this 
commandment is more frequent than in "any comparable Old Testament text." 
187 Also Braulik, The Theology of Deuteronomy, p.l 03. 
188 Rosner, "The Concept of Idolatry," p.21. 



151 

points out that Israel's election is a matter of divine grace (Deut 7:6; 14:2), it insists 

on Israel's obligation towards holy living by keeping YHWH's commandments as an 

expression of her obedience to him (Deut. 28:9; cf. Deut. 30:1-10). 189 This seeming 

paradox serves to point out that divine sovereignty is intertwined with human 

responsibility. Deuteronomy thus promotes personal and national ethics through the 

motifs of YHWH's grace and holiness. It holds Israel accountable for manifesting 

YHWH's quality of justice and righteousness in her inherited land. This is why 

Deuteronomy lays stress on the need for Israel to keep and teach the Torah (Deut. 5:1; 

6:7; 11:8, 19) in order to deepen her memory ofYHWH's deeds and words. 

Integral to the idea of YHWH' s holiness is the idea of his judgement. The fact 

that YHWH is holy means that Israel must face his "wrath" (~~p, Deut. 9:7-8, 19, 22; 

29:27) if she breaks faith with him, which explains the frequent Mosaic exhortations 

to dissuade her from disloyalty (Deut. 1:22-40; 4:3, 21-28; 8:19; 9:6-21, 22-24; 11:16-

17, 26-28; 27:11-26; 28:15-68; 29:14-28; 30:16-20). However, these repeated 

exhortations may also suggest Deuteronomy's consciousness of Israel's tendency to 

disobedience. This awareness is further hinted at with the use of the Deuteronomic 

expressions such as "other gods" (t:I~JD~ o~H'?~, Deut. 5:7-8; 6:14; 8:19; 9:6-12; 

12:3-4; 13:1-2, 6-7, 13; 27:15; 29:18; 30:17; 31:16, 20; 32:16-17), "idol images" 

('?9~· Deut. 4:16, 23, 25; 5:8; 7:5; 27:15) and emotive words like "consuming fire" 

and "jealous" (i17=?k !L* and K~~; Deut. 4:24; 5:9; 6:15; 32:21). The severity of 

infringing YHWH's holiness and incurring his judgement is clearly expressed when 

even Moses himself was denied entry into the land but died outside of it precisely 

because he failed to uphold YHWH's holiness in some unspecified way (Deut. 32:48-

52; cf. Deut. 3:23-25; 34:4-5; Num. 20:12). 190 Olson points out that Moses' death 

189 See the discussion of the nature oflaw and grace in Deuteronomy in Paul A. Barker, The Triumph of 
Grace in Deuteronomy (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2004), pp. 175-181. Barker points out that law and 
obedience could be understood as "the response to grace." He further says, "Israel's obedience to the 
law depends on YHWH's grace and is not merely a response to it. YHWH's grace ... enables 
obedience to the law." 
190 Whether Moses was suffering with and for the people or as a result of his own fault, this sad episode 
highlights the uncompromising nature of YHWH's judgement. See Wright, Deuteronomy, pp.41-42. 
Wright points out that Moses' death outside the land would witness to the reality of judgement in the 
same way as Joshua's victorious entry into the land would witness to the reality of forgiving, covenant 
grace. 
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"has in some way opened up the possibility for the hope and life to the rest of 

I 1 "191 H 1' fd' . . . srae. ere we can see a g 1mpse o 1vme grace m act10n. 

Hence, Israel must worship YHWH alone. By focusing Israel on YHWH's 

election and holiness, Deuteronomy's demand for the purity of Yahwistic worship 

forms an essential component of Israel's distinctiveness. To further curb the menace 

of foreign worship, Deuteronomy speaks of centralising Yahwistic worship at a place 

which YHWH chooses (Deut. 12:2-7), as discussed earlier. 192 This emphasis of 

YHWH's choice of the worship place speaks of his sovereign freedom to choose, in 

this case, Israel to be a nation distinct in worship and system of government (Deut. 

7:6-16; 12-26). Her worship declares her loyalty to YHWH's supremacy, conveys her 

gratitude to his love and faithfulness, and expresses her obedience to his commands as 

terms of their covenantal relationship dictated in the Torah. Deuteronomy is therefore 

able to demand that Israel "keeps YHWH's commands" (il)il~ ni,¥~-n~ 111~~8, 

Deut. 6: 17) and "does what is right and good" (il~il~ ~~.~~~ :Ji~iJl i~~iJ Q~~~, Deut. 

6: 18; cf. 12:28). In this way, the Torah becomes the essential means of governing the 

national life of Israel. 193 

3.2 Centrality of Torah 

To strengthen Israel's loyalty to YHWH, Deuteronomy insists on the need to 

obey the Torah, which is the most important expression ofYHWH's covenantal terms 

(Deut. 4:2, 13, 40; 5:10,29, 31; 6:2, 17; 7:9; 8:1, 2, 6, 11; 10:4, 13; 11:1, 13, 27, 28; 

13:4, 18; 26:13, 17, 18; 27:1, 10; 28:1, 9, 13, 15, 45; 30:8, 10, 16; 31:5). 194 Within 

the Torah is a political and social order that is decisively different from those of the 

ancient Near East. According to Dean McBride, the teachings of the Torah are not 

merely. understood as Mosaic admonition and advice but are set forth as "sanctioned 

political policies, to be 'diligently observed' by Israelite king and common citizen 

alike." 195 In view of this, Deuteronomy is described as a polity for an actual people of 

a particular time and context. It is neither idealistic nor theoretical but constitutes a 

191 Olson, Death of Moses, pp.150, 165-166. 
192 See discussion of centralisation ofworship in pp.l40-150 above. 
193 See McConville, Deuteronomy, p.43. McConville points out, "The aim of the Torah is to create a 
righteous community." 
194 See also McConville, Deuteronomy, p.43. 
195 S. Dean McBride, Jr., "Polity of the Covenant People: the Book of Deuteronomy," in Int 4! (1987): 
p.233. 
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social order for Israel to implement in order to secure its existence as the people of 

YHWH, with its underlying political vision that concerns the nature of Israel and how 

she is to interact with her world. 196 Distinctively, the judicial system within the 

Torah puts severe limitations on the king's power, and focuses the nation on the 

supremacy of YHWH's rule under which judicial authority is placed in the hands of 

the whole people of God (Deut. 16:18-18:5). 197 It reforms the social and economic 

practice by insisting on the unity and brotherhood of all Israelites expressed in 

concrete terms in the releasing of debts and slaves, and restoring the disadvantaged 

into the communal life (Deut. 15: 1-18). 198 Even the Israelite king must be "one of 

your brothers" chosen by YHWH and be made subject to the Torah (Deut. 17:15-

17).199 The importance of the Torah, hence, cannot be overemphasised because it is 

the fundamental component in regulating Israel's political and religious life, and the 

means by which YHWH makes known his intention to Israel. 200 In view of this, how 

does Deuteronomy show its emphasis on the Torah? 

The Torah (i1lin;:l) is mentioned twenty-two times in Deuteronomy, 201 

besides thirty-seven references to "the word(s)" (1~liJ), 202 ten to "the 

commandment(s)" (ni¥~), 203 and twenty-eight to "the statutes and judgements" 

(0~~~~~1 c~pry). 204 As Israel's obedience to the Torah is of the utmost importance, 

Deuteronomy uses different learning strategies to ensure that Israel would not forget 

it,205 for example, she is to "listen/hear" (l77~W, Deut. 4:1; 5:1; 6:4; 9:1; 11:13; 17:12), 

"keep and do" (1~~ and i1W~· Deut. 4:6; 5:1, 32; 7:12; 11:8, 32; 13:1 [12:32], 4; 24:8; 

196 McBride, "Polity," p.233. 
197 McBride, "Polity," p.240. See also Frank CrUsemann, The Torah: Theology and Social History of 
Old Testament Law [trans. Allan Mahnke] (Edinburg: T&T Clark, 1996), pp.234-235; Robert Wilson, 
"Deuteronomy, Ethnicity, and Reform: Reflections on the Social Setting ofthe Book of Deuteronomy," 
in John Strong and Steven Tuell (eds.), Constituting the Community: Studies on the Polity of Ancient 
Israel in Honor ofS. Dean McBride Jr. (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2005), p.l21. 
198 CrUsemann, The Torah, pp.224-234; Tigay, Deuteronomy, pp.144-150; McConville, God and 
Earthly Power, pp.92-93; Nelson, Deuteronomy, pp.190-192. 
199 McConville, God and Earthly Power, pp.92-93. Also Crlisemann, The Torah, p.235. 
20° CrUsemann points out that the Torah is the centre by which YHWH connects with Israel, a gift with 
which their relationship can be established and verified. See CrUsemann, The Torah, p.204. 
201 Deut. 1:5; 4:8, 44; 17:11, 18, 19; 27:3,8, 26; 28:58, 61; 29:20, 28; 30:10; 31:9, 11, 12, 24, 26; 32:46. 
202 Deut. 4:2, 10, 12-13; 36; 5:22; 6:6; 9:10; 10:2, 4; 11 :18; 12:28; 13:1 (12:32); 15:15; 17:11, 19; 
18:18, 19, 21; 27:3, 8, 26; 28:14, 58; 29:1, 9, 19, 29; 30: 14; 31:1, 12, 24, 28, 30; 32:1' 44, 45, 46. 
203 Deut. 4:2; 6:17; 8:6; 10:13; 11:27, 28; 17:20; 28:9, 13; 30:11. 
204 Deut. 4:1, 5, 8, 14, 40, 45; 5:1, 31; 6:1, 2, 17, 20, 24; 7:11; 8:11; 10:13; 11:1, 3; 12:1; 16:12; 17:19; 
26:16, 17; 27:10; 28:15, 45; 30:10, 16. 
205 See MacDonald, 'Monotheism', pp.128-133. 
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29:8), "learn/teach" (1~7, Deut. 4:1, 10; 5:1; 6:1, 7; 11:19; 31:19),206 "bind" (1tg(?, 

Deut. 6:8; 11 :8) and "write" (:llJ~, Deut. 6:9; 11 :20) it. Through all these, the 

teaching ofthe Torah was to be deeply ingrained in the life ofthe Israelite community. 

Furthermore, the structure of Deuteronomy is also suggestive of such emphasis. For 

example, the Torah assumes central place at the outset when Moses is said to 

"expound this law" (nX-TiJ i1lin;:t-n~ 1~.;1 i1tp~, Deut. 1 :5). Subsequently, its 

importance is stressed throughout through words such as "now" (i1nl7), "hear/listen" 
T-

(l7~!fi), and "keep" (1~tp)?07 Deuteronomy also repeats the Decalogue to ensure that 

Israel keeps faith with YHWH (Deut. 4:44-5:33) 208 and follows it with extended 

exhortation (Deut. 6-11). At the heart of this exhortation is the Shema (l7~!fi, Deut. 

6:4-9) which, significantly, shows that Deuteronomy's emphasis on the Torah does 

not mean a legalistic adherence to it, but that the essence of obedience to it lies in 

loving YHWH with the whole being (Deut. 6:5; cf. 4:29; 10:12-19; 26:16; 30:2, 6, 

10)/09 which involves the intellectual, volitional, and emotional faculties (Deut. 6:5; 

cf. 4:29; 10:12-13; 26:16; 30:2, 6, 10). 210 The Deuteronomic concept of loving 

YHWH principally speaks of rendering the loyalty and service a vassal owes to the 

suzerain. 211 It is only by remaining loyal to YHWH that Israel can ensure its 

greatness and survival as a distinctive nation (Deut. 6:12-19, 24). Within the 

extended exhortation in Deuteronomy 6-11, further motivations are provided for 

loving and obeying YHWH (Deut. 6:4, 21-23; 7:9, 21; 8:1-10; 9:1-10:11, 14, 17-18, 

206 i1i' is used in one occasion to mean "to teach" (Deut. 24:8). 
207 D~~t.1:1;4:1,44-45;5:1;6:1;8:1; 11:1,32; 12:1;28:1,69(29:1);30:1, 10-11;31:1,30. 
208 But see CrUsemann, The Torah, p.202. He sees Deuteronomy not as an amplification of the Book of 
the Covenant but a replacement of it. 
209 The use of :J~~ ("inner man/mind/heart/will") can be a reference to both heart and mind in 
Deuteronomy. 
210 See also Jacqueline E. Lapsle, "Feeling Our Way: Love for God in Deuteronomy," in CBQ 65 
(2003): pp.350-369. Contending with William Moran's idea of love in Deuteronomy which she feels is 
devoid of affective quality, Laps le asks, "Is it not possible that love can mean loyalty and obedience to 
the law at the same time that it bears an affective connotation, asking and even commanding people to 
feel a particular way about God?" 
211 See William L. Moran, "The Ancient Near Eastern Background of the Love of God in 
Deuteronomy," CBQ 25 (1963): pp.77-87; Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.91; Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1-11, 
pp.338, 351-352. Weinfeld points out that the meaning of love here is "loyalty and obedience," 
following from Deut. 6:6. Furthermore, he also argues that the way love is described here 
"corresponds to the way loyalty is depicted in the vassal treaties." Also Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.77. 
Tigay points out that the emphasis is on the word "all." Reason being, "since YHWH alone is Israel's 
God, she must love and serve him with undivided devotion." With respect to the idea of YHWH alone 
and its relation to the Shema, see also J. Gerald Janzen, "On the Most Important Word in the Shema 
(Deuteronomy VI 4-5)," in VT XXXVII, 3 (1987): pp.280-300. 
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20-21 ). These reasons are grounded primarily in the ideas of YHWH's election and 

holiness. Deuteronomy 11 crystallises the foregoing exhortation by picking up the 

essential points: Love YHWH c·~rp'?~ ;"'!);"'!~ n~ ~~iJ~1, v. 1 ), consider his mighty 

acts (t:lt.'~'J,\ vv.2-7), and obey him to ensure longevity in the land o;:,,J~Q w~7, 

;-r~l~rr'?~ 0,~:, v.9). Then Deuteronomy moves on to expound the Ten 

Commandments at length in its laws (Deut. 12:1-26:15). 212 Worshipping YHWH 

means Israel must pay attention to the concerns of daily living. The laws not only 

concern with acts of worship and the danger of apostasy, but also administrative roles 

of king, priests and Levites, and ethical behaviour towards foreigners, the needy, the 

disadvantaged, servants, and even domestic animals. 

In the foregoing section, we have seen how Deuteronomy shows deep concern 

for a quality of character that befits Israel's calling as the people of YHWH. Its 

insistence on Y ahwistic worship and the need to reinforce the solidarity of the whole 

people sets Israel on the path to fulfilling her mission to the world, a mission which is 

only effective if she emulates YHWH's own qualities of justice and righteousness as 

expressed in the Torah. Deuteronomy's emphasis on the uniqueness of YHWH and 

Israel also finds resonance in the Song. But the symbiotic relationship between the 

Song and Deuteronomy is expressed in an interesting way in that while they are 

connected to each other thematically, they have definite differences from each other 

as well. The following section, therefore, examines their thematic similarities and 

differences to show the way in which their relationship helps forge a more accurate 

reading of Deuteronomy as a whole. 

212 Georg Braulik, "Die Abfolge der Gesetze in Deuteronomium 12-26 und der Dekalog," in Norbert 
Lohfink (ed.) Das Deuteronomium (Leuven: University Press, 1985), pp.252-272 [ET Georg Braulik, 
"The Sequence of the Laws in Deuteronomy 12-26," in Duane L. Christensen (ed.) A Song of Power 
and the Power of the Song: Essays on the Book of Deuteronomy (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1993), 
pp.313-315. 
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4. The Song and Deuteronomy 

4.1 The Song's Thematic Affinities with Deuteronomy 

4.1.1 Israel as YHWH's inheritance 

Israel is spoken of as YHWH's allotted inheritance in the Song (i17m) vv.8-9). 

These are the only verses in Deuteronomy that relate the special relationship between 

YHWH and Israel to the divine administration in the primeval past.213 These verses 

trace the election of Israel back to "the divine allocation of nations" in the ancient 

times before the beginning of human history. 214 In this regard, they speak of 

YHWH' s multinational control of history, 215 a theme which is later picked up in 

verses 28-33. The word "inheritance" Ci17m) is also used repeatedly in Deuteronomy. 

Of a total of twelve occurrences of i1?m, three refer to Israel as YHWH's inheritance 
T -:-

(Deut. 4:20; 9:26, 29), whereas the reminder refer to the land which Israel inherited 

(Deut. 4:21, 38; 15:4; 19:10; 20:16; 21:23; 24:4; 25:19; and 26:1)?16 Despite the 

Song's only mention of "inheritance" as designation for Israel (vv.8-9), its thematic 

link with Deuteronomy in terms of this idea is clear. 

4.1.2 Israel as YHWH's children I YHWH as 'father' 

In the Song Israel is called YHWH's "children/sons and daughters" and 

YHWH her "father" (vv. 5-6, 19, 20). This special relationship is also expressed 

through the maternal imagery of YHWH begetting Israel (1!7\ v.18). The parental 

imagery coheres with the imagery of YHWH' s providential care in the wilderness (cf. 

vv.1 0-12), which not only suggests his close proximity to Israel but also underscores 

the gravity of her rebellion. The father-son theme is amplified at the beginning of 

Deuteronomy. The idea of "sonship" in Deuteronomy 1:31 counters Israel's 

accusation ofYHWH in Deuteronomy 1:27, and at the same time aims to inspire trust 

and obedience by recalling how YHWH cares for Israel in the way a father cares for 

his son (iJ~-n~ w~~-~~~ 1tp~~). 217 In Deuteronomy 8:5, the father-son theme is 

213 See more discussion ofDeut. 32:8-9 in Chapter Two, pp.69-74 above. 
214 Wright, Deuteronomy, p.299; Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.37l; von Rad, Deuteronomy, p.\97. 
215 Wright, Deuteronomy, p.300. 
216 See Barker, The Triumph of Grace, pp.45-46. Barker points out that normally in Deuteronomy 
every oq:urrence of :17Q~ does not refer to other nations but to Israel, except for Deut. 32:8. 
217 See further discussion in Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.29. 
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again picked up to focus the audience on the idea of parental discipline. It argues how 

the idea of the YHWH-Israel relationship is not "an adversarial relationship" but one 

that is shared between "a caring parent and a grateful child."218 The idea oflsrael's 

sonship also appears in Deuteronomy 14: 1 a in which it is used in conjunction with the 

theme of holiness and election, thus highlighting YHWH's covenantal relationship 

with Israel. 219 

4.1.3 Guidance in the wilderness 

Both Deuteronomy and the Song contain memories of Israel's experience with 

YHWH in the wilderness. The wilderness tradition in Deuteronomy speaks of how 

YHWH granted Israel victories over the enemies and met her needs in the desert 

(Deut. 1-3), as well as relented from destroying her (Deut. 9). The Song's series of 

wilderness images lays stress on YHWH' s grace and providence towards Israel 

(vv.1 0-12). But in the Song's broader context, its wilderness depiction underscores 

Israel's infidelity by describing how after it benefited from YHWH's leading it repaid 

him with scorn and provocation (cf. Deut. 32: 15-18). In this sense, the Song brings 

into focus Israel's 'heartlessness' which was probably a result of her ingratitude and 

pride, a condition well depicted in Deuteronomy 8. But then we observe that the 

wilderness account in Deuteronomy 8 is different from that of Deuteronomy 1-3 and 9 

in that Deuteronomy 8 speaks of Israel's wilderness experience as a test in order to 

"know what was in her heart" ('9~~7:;l 1tp~-n~ n~rJ7, Deut. 8:2). 220 In fact, the 

mentions of YHWH's "commandment" (1,ni~~. Deut. 8:2), "mouth of YHWH" 
T ; ' 

(i1~i1~-,~, Deut. 8:3), and "the manna" (lt?iJ, Deut. 8:3) in Deuteronomy 8 seem to 

recall Israel's grumbling and murmurings (cf. Exod. 16:3-4; Num. 11 :4-6; 21 :5).221 

Hence Paul Barker rightly points out, "the key illustration as a test is one in which 

Israel clearly failed."222 Significantly, as Barker also notes, the word "know" (l1'J~, 

Deut. 8:2, 3, 5, 16) becomes a particularly important idea here in that Israel's 

knowledge of YHWH must involve "a deep and correct acknowledgement of and 

218 Brueggemann, Deuteronomy, p.l06. 
219 McConville, Deuteronomy, p.247. 
220 Barker, The Triumph of Grace, p.64. 
221 Cf. Exod. 16:3-4; Num. 11 :4-6; 21:5. 
222 Barker, The Triumph ofGrace, p.66. See also McConville, Deuteronomy, pp.169-170. 



158 

response to YHWH."223 Both the Song and Deuteronomy 8 affirm Israel's memory of 

YHWH's guidance in the desert, but the Song goes further to expose the corruption of 

Israel's heart. 

4.1.4 Entry into fertile land 

The idea that the land is YHWH's gift to Israel, first mooted in the calling of 

Abraham through which his descendents would become a great nation (Gen. 12:1-2), 

becomes a constant focus in the Pentateuch. 224 In Deuteronomy the gift of land is 

extended not only to Israel but also to other nations such as Edom (Deut. 2:5), Moab 

(Deut. 2:9), and Amman (Deut. 2: 19). The Deuteronomic idea that YHWH gives 

land to non-Israelites may be largely in conformity with the Song's idea that YHWH 

could have also given land to the other nations as he parcels out these nations as 

inheritance to the divine beings (vv.8-9).225 However, it is noteworthy that while one 

may infer from the Song that lands were given as inheritance to these nations along 

with the division of humankind, it remains unclear if the same inference could be 

made about Israel, as there seems to be an indication otherwise, which we will discuss 

further in section 4.2.2.226 At this juncture, it is clear that Deuteronomy speaks of the 

land as Israel's inheritance and getting into it requires destroying its enemies (Deut. 

3:6; 7:2; 13:16, 18; 20:17). With the providence of the land also comes the 

abundance of resources in it (Deut. 6:3; 7:13; 8:7-10; 11 :9; 26:9; 27:3). These 

resources serve to remind Israel of YHWH' s goodness (De ut. 8: 11-20) so that she 

might not become "proud" and "forget" him (il~il~-n~ J;1~~~1 -;p~7 l:ll1· Deut. 8:14). 

The Song also speaks of Israel's entry into the land and its fertility (Deut. 32:13-14) 

but describes how she became ungrateful and forsook YHWH eventually (Deut. 

32:15). 

4.1.5 Israel's rebellion andforeign worship 

The Song's main contention against Israel has been her disloyalty to YHWH, 

as expressed in her foreign worship (Deut. 32:15-18). The Song describes this as 

"sacrificing to demons," (l:l~!W~ 1n=?\:• Deut. 32:17) with rituals referred to as 

223 Barker, The Triumph of Grace, p.69. 
224 See Gen. 13:15, 17; 15:7; Exod. 6:3-4; 33:1; Lev. 18:3; 23:10; 25:2; Num. 15:2; 34:12-1; Deut. 4:14, 
22, 25; 5:31, 33; 6:1, 3; 8:7-9; 11:9-12; 12:1, 10; 15:4; 19:14; 25:19; 26:9, 15; 27:3; 28:8; 30:16. 
225 If the Qumran reading is adopted. See Chapter Two, pp.69-74 above. 
226 See pp.167-169 below. 
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"abominations" (:-t~~in, Deut. 32: 16), which provoked YHWH to anger (1:19~~=?:, 

Deut. 32:16, 21). In Deuteronomy, apart from the expressions noted above,227 other 

expressions are also used to hint at Israel's predisposition towards rebellion such as 

you were "unwilling and rebelled" (1i7?1J1 O~T~~ ~t,, Deut.l :26; cf. Deut. 1 :43; 

9:23), "murmured" (1j,n!JJ, Deut. 1 :27), "did not believe" (o~~~~~ 0~~~~. Deut. 

1 :32), "become corrupt and make an idol" (t,9~ OQ~4.'~1 O~!Jtp0\ Deut. 4:25; Deut. 

31:29), "there you will serve gods, the work of man's hands" (0~~6~ o~-o~\~~1 

0':1~ ~·T :-tip~~. Deut. 4:28; cf. Deut. 4:19; 8:19; 9:16; 11:16; 30:17), "stiff-necked 

people" (~')lr:-ttpp-o.l}, Deut. 9:6; Deut. 9:13; 10:16; 31:27), "remember how you 

provoked YHWH" (:-t~;,~-n~ ~~¥piTitp~ n~ i::J\, Deut. 9:7), "your heart turns 

away" (0,?.~~7 :-tp~:, Deut. 11:16; Deut. 29:18; 30:17),228 "the evil of your deeds" 

(-;r77~~ .l}1, Deut. 28:20), "play harlot with strange gods" e;:Jt,~ ~JQ~ :-tm, Deut. 

31:16), and "forsake me and break my covenant" c~8~!~-n~ i;;liJ1 ~~~WJ, Deut. 

31: 16; cf. Deut. 31 :20). Both the Song and Deuteronomy, therefore, stand firmly 

against Israel's rebellion and apostasy. 

4.1.6 YHWH'sjealous anger/YHWH as 'warrior' 

As YHWH's jealous anger is provoked by Israel's foreign worship (Deut. 

32:16), the Song speaks of YHWH's passive reactions against her, such as 

withholding his favour or protection from her, as in the expression "I will hide my 

face from them" (0:1~ ~m ili~noK, Deut. 32:20) in order to see "what their end shall 
·: •• - T T ' : -

be" (O':'l~!Q~ ;,~ :-t~l~· Deut. 32:20). In verse 21, YHWH's passive reaction turns 

active and provokes Israel to jealousy by raising up a "no-people" (o~-Kt,, Deut. 

32:21) against her. Nelson rightly points out that YHWH's threat to destroy Israel is 

described "in the language ofthe Divine Warrior."229 The wrath of the divine warrior 

is expressed by the phrase "a fire is kindled" (:1f:t\i? ID~, Deut. 32:22) which burns to 

the "deepest level of the cosmos"230 (n~8t;iJ:'i t,;Ktp-i.l}, Deut. 32:22). Divine arrows 

227 See p.153 above. 
228 Also the use ofi10 ("turn aside") in Deut. 13:5; 31:29. 
229 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.374. 
230 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.374. 
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are used against Israel (t:l~-i1?,~~ ~~m, Deut. 32:23): the arrows of "hunger" (:l~~, 

Deut. 32:24), "pestilence" C~WJ, Deut. 32:24), "destruction" (:l~p, Deut. 32:24), 

"teeth ofbeasts" (ni~ry~-1\9, Deut. 32:24), and "poison of serpents" (1~~ ~~D,T n~Q,, 

Deut. 32:24). YHWH as the divine warrior not only unleashes his wrath against 

Israel's covenantal violation, at the end he also vindicates Israel by deploying his 

arrow and sword against her enemy (Deut. 32:41-42). In Deuteronomy, the idea of 

divine jealousy is likewise expressed when YHWH is referred to as a "jealous God" 

(X~1? '?~, Deut. 4:24; cf. Deut. 5:9; 6:15; 29:20), which speaks ofhis intolerance of 

Israel's foreign worship. 231 Israel's apostasy violates YHWH's covenantal 

stipulations and leads to the implementation of the covenantal curses in Deuteronomy 

28 that threatens to eradicate Israel from the land and subject her to suffering. Like 

the Song, however, not only does Deuteronomy relate YHWH waging war against 

Israel, it also speaks of him vindicating Israel, returning her enemies with covenantal 

curses (Deut. 30:7; 32:34-42)?32 

4.1. 7 YHWH's presence 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, many scholars have understood 

Deuteronomy as having a demythologised programme which rejects corporeal and 

anthropomorphic language to emphasise YHWH' s transcendence over his immanence 

by means of the Name theology (Deut. 12:5). Others, however, have called this into 

question233 and their views gains support from the Song's depiction ofYHWH and his 

presence. A look at the Song shows that it does describe YHWH 

anthropomorphically; giving expression to both his transcendence and immanence, 

and also that there is no concept ofthe Name theology (Deut. 32:10-14, 19, 20, 22, 27, 

36, 39, 40-42). In fact, both the anthropomorphic and immanent notions of YHWH's 

are found throughout. For example, the four-fold expression "he found, surrounded, 

considered, guarded" (1i1~¥7?\ 1i1~~=?b~, 1i1~.~i:l~, 1i1~J¥\ v.10) relate well with the 

ideas of YHWH' s close proximity with Israel, protecting and training her (cf. v.11 ). 

231 McConville, Deuteronomy, p.l 09. 
232 See a brief but helpful discussion on YHWH as the divine warrior in Olson, Death of Moses, 
pp.141-143. However, Olson does not link the Song's depiction of the divine warrior with that of 
Deuteronomy. 
233 See pp.130-13 7 above. 
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The paternal imagery is explicit in expressions such as "not his children" (,,):l K'?, 
TT 

v.5), "is he not your father?" c~r:l~ K,i1-Ki'?;:'), v.6), "the rock who begot you" (1,::; 

~n7~, v .18), "God who gave you birth" ('9~7ht? '?~, v .18), and "the provocation of 

his sons and daughters" (,,Qj~, ,,~~ O.l]~~' v.19). These relational expressions do 

not give the impression of YHWH's abstract presence. Moreover, the Song's 

readiness for corporeal and anthropomorphic imagery is also evident in expressions 

such as "the pupil of his eye" (i)\~! 1ilLi,~, v.10), "he suckled him" (1i1P~\ v.13), "I 

will hide my face from them" (I:::Jry~ ,~~ i1~,89~, Deut. v.20), "They made me 

jealous" e~,K~p t:liJ, V. 21), "I fear" (1,~~. v.27), the three occurrences of "my hand" 

e'!:, vv.39-41 ), and the idea of YHWH deliberating and wrestling over Israel and her 

enemy (vv.28-33). Hence the Song's descriptions ofYHWH and his presence suggest 

that not only has corporeality not been rejected, the mode of divine presence is also 

not demythologised. The understanding of an abstract and demythologised 

Deuteronomy immediately runs into difficulty when the Song is taken to be an 

integral part of Deuteronomy. The Song confirms the minority critical view that 

Deuteronomy neither rejects corporeal depictions of YHWH nor corrects the mode of 

his presence. The Song's anthropomorphic language of YHWH also provides the 

evidence in this regard. If we are to read Deuteronomy in the light of the Song, this 

will suggest a re-evaluation of the theme of divine presence, in line with the recent 

tendency to query the established view regarding transcendence and 

demythologisation. 

4.1.8 YHWH's defence of his integrity and reputation 

The critical turning point of the Song is the soliloquy in verses 26-27, in which 

we are given a glimpse of divine deliberation over Israel's destiny. According to 

these verses, the reason why Israel was not subject to total destruction is YHWH's 

own integrity and reputation. 234 He will not allow himself to be undermined and 

ridiculed, much less by the arrogant enemy.235 Deuteronomy also echoes the idea of 

YHWH defending his honour, for example, in Moses' warning against Israel's self­

sufficiency (Deut. 8: 17). In this pericope Israel is exhorted to acknowledge that her 

234 See also Brueggemann, Deuteronomy, p.280. 
235 See also Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.375. 
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ability to create wealth does not originate from herself but from YHWH to whom she 

must give due recognition. By honouring YHWH Israel might remain humble and 

obedient, thus escaping the divine wrath (cf. Deut. 8:19-20). The idea that YHWH 

defends his honour is further expressed in Moses' plea for Israel when he appeals to 

YHWH's integrity and reputation as reasons for pardoning Israel (Deut. 9:28-29; cf. 

Ezek. 20:22).236 However, unlike in Deuteronomy YHWH's change of attitude in the 

Song does not seem to be the result of any Mosaic intervention, although Sonnet 

thinks that YHWH "seems to have interiorized the Mosaic plea."237 This however is 

not evident from the Song. Nevertheless, it is clear that both the Song and 

Deuteronomy express YHWH' s concern for his honour before the watching world. 

Defending his integrity and reputation is critically important in view of his 

sovereignty over international affairs of the world, as the next theme shows. 

4.1.9 YHWH's control of history 

The Song has in view YHWH's sovereign control over history (vv.28-33). 

Verse 30, in particular, suggests that the reason for Israel's military defeat was 

because YHWH had "sold them" (t:ll=?~) and "delivered them up" (t:lT~90). The 

enemy's victory was "YHWH' s doing"238 and the enemy seemed to have recognised 

this fact (v.31 ). The idea that YHWH controls the rise and fall of political states, in 

this case, Israel and the unknown nation, is evident (cf. v.21 ). Deuteronomy also 

expresses YHWH's sovereignty over nations, for example, in the giving of land to the 

Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites, and the specific instruction to Israel to keep 

peace with them (Deut. 2:1-23). 239 Furthermore, when entering the promised land, 

Israel is also instructed to "cast out many nations" (t:l~~·-rc~iJ '?tp~) which pose threat 

to her Yahwistic devotion, namely, the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, 

Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites (Deut. 7:1-5). That YHWH dictates the destiny of 

the nations, including Israel, is succinctly pointed out in Deuteronomy 28:7 and 25. 

The former speaks of how YHWH would bless Israel with victory over her enemies 

when she keeps faith with him whereas the latter relates how she would be defeated 

236 See also Brueggemann, Deuteronomy, p.280; McConville, Deuteronomy, p. 186. 
237 Compare Deut. 9:28 and 32:26-27. See Sonnet, The Book within the Book, p. 177. 
238 Wright, Deuteronomy, p.302. 
239 With the exception ofSihon the king ofHeshbon and Og the king ofBashan, both ofwhom YHWH 
delivered to Israel (Deut. 2:24-34; 3:1-7). 
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by her enemies, as part ofthe covenantal curses when she disobeys him. Interestingly, 

this indicates Israel's significant role in YHWH's universal dealing with the political 

affairs of the world - how Israel lives up to her covenantal obligations would have 

profound implications for the political stability of the surrounding nations, including 

hers. If Israel suffers disaster it would mean that YHWH has brought it upon her, not 

because he is too weak to protect her but because she has transgressed against him. 

4.1.10 Salvation after judgement 

After the dreadful imagery of divine judgement, the Song focuses on YHWH's 

vindicatory acts through the image of the divine warrior (vv.35-43). The Song speaks 

of YHWH judging Israel favourably Cr!~, v.36) and showing her "compassion" 

(Cl}~.~\ v.36).240 YHWH exercises vengeance against those who have afflicted Israel, 

as well as those who "hate him" e~~ip~~. v.41; cf. Isa. 10:5-19, 24-27; Jer. 25:12-14). 

His restoration of Israel also encompasses the cleansing of her land polluted by her 

foreign worship and bloodshed through warfare (v.43). In all these, the Song upholds 

the idea of divine enabling in that YHWH will vindicate Israel against her enemy 

when she no longer relies on her strength to save herself (1: n~\~. v.36). In a similar 

vein, Deuteronomy is concerned with YHWH's promise of restoration and 

forgiveness. It speaks of Israel returning to YHWH and obeying his voice (Deut. 

30:2),241 and points out that this is in fact a result of YHWH's transforming her heart 

so that she would love him wholeheartedly (Deut. 30:6). It also anticipates Israel 

returning to the land from captivity (Deut. 30:3-5). In this sense, we can say that both 

Deuteronomy and the Song speak eloquently of YHWH's grace and faithfulness to 

Israel. 

240 See Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.312. 
241 See Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.54. Tigay distinguishes the idea of "return" in the Torah from the 
Prophets. In the former, "return" is mentioned only as something after punishment has taken place 
whereas in the latter, it is to avert punishment. 
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One of the significant themes which is frequently mentioned in Deuteronomy 

but is absent from the Song is the idea of Israel's exodus from Egypt. 242 In 

Deuteronomy YHWH proves his superiority (Deut. 4:34) and his faithfulness (Deut. 

7:7-8) through Israel's deliverance from Egypt, and this remains an important reason 

why Israel must pledge loyalty to YHWH. Israel's exodus from Egypt is portrayed in 

Deuteronomy as a supernatural event, rescuing a group of "disorganised and military 

inexperienced" slaves from one of the mightiest powers on earth in those days. 243 But 

despite its importance, the Song has no mention of it. 244 Scholars have tried to 

explain this fact. For example, von Rad thinks that the Song, unlike Deuteronomy, 

describes Israel's origin with "an old tradition."245 He claims that this old "tradition 

ofthe finding" (Deut. 32:10-14) was "half-forgotten" and had been "pushed aside and 

overlaid" by other traditions of election such as the exodus and patriarchal 

traditions. 246 Craigie, on the other hand, argues that the Song's wilderness tradition 

was actually a reference to Israel's sojourn in Egypt. 247 He points out that the first 

two lines of verse 10 refer to a "wilderness" and "a land of testing" for Israel, and 

suggests that they were meant to contrast Egypt with the richness of the promised land 

which YHWH was about to give Israel. 248 Without having to polarise the views, 

Patrick Miller argues that, in the view of the eagle imagery in the Song and Exodus 

19:4, verses 10-11 can be understood as "an allusion" to Israel's wandering in the 

wilderness and a reference to the way in which YHWH took care of her in Egypt. 249 

Other scholars also think that the Song's silence about the exodus does not mean that 

it was unaware of it. Rather, the exodus was actually implied in the Song, and the 

wilderness tradition had been viewed as Israel's post-exodus experience. 250 Tigay, for 

example, argues that the Song's metaphor of "finding" Israel is also used in Hosea 

242 Deut. 1:27, 30; 4:20,34,37, 45, 46; 5:6, 15; 6:12,21, 22; 7:8, 15, 18; 8:14; 9:7, 12, 26; 10: 19, 22; 
11:3,4, 10; 13:6, 11, 15; 16:1,3, 6, 12; 17:16; 20:1; 23:5; 24:9, 18, 22; 25:17; 26:5, 8; 28:27,60, 68; 
29:1, 15,24;34:11. 
243 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy (USA: Broadman & Holman, 1994), p.IJI. 
244 Also Giles and Doan, Twice Used Song, p.ll 0. 
245 V on Rad, Deuteronomy, p.197. 
246 Von Rad, Deuteronomy, p.197. 
247 Craigie, Deuteronomy, p.380. 
248 Craigie, Deuteronomy, p.380. 
249 Miller, Deuteronomy, p.228. 
250 E.g. Thompson, Deuteronomy, p.299; Merrill, Deuteronomy, p.414; MacDona1d, 'Monotheism', 
p.l46; Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.304; McConville, Deuteronomy, p.455. 
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9:10, where it is like the delight of discovering grapes in the desert. 251 Furthermore 

the metaphor also conveys the idea of providence and sustenance in Ezekiel 16:2-6. 

He believes that the prophets' use of the "finding" metaphor was not because they did 

not know the patriarchal and exodus traditions but rather that they "chose to ignore it" 

in order to lay stress on YHWH's delight in and providence for Israel.252 For Tigay, 

the Song uses this metaphor in the same way. 253 Arguing slightly differently, 

Brueggemann points out that the evidence of YHWH's caring fidelity in the Song 

actually "follows the narrative recital of 26:5-9" which "focused upon love in the 

wilderness and well-being in the land."254 

It remains unclear why the Song is apparently silent about Israel's exodus 

from Egypt which Deuteronomy heavily emphasises. It is possible that the Song, like 

Hosea, may have bypassed the idea of exodus and used the "finding" metaphor for 

specific emphases. Von Rad's redaction-critical hypothesis that the Song retains the 

older tradition of Israel's origin, albeit conjectural, is not unreasonable as it seems to 

go well with the idea that the Song is an independent unit,255 which the redactor saw 

fit to incorporate into Deuteronomy despite the differences in traditions because he 

wanted to preserve the Song's older, independent tradition for the readers. Craigie's 

view of the Song's wilderness tradition as a reference to Egypt is seemingly 

eisegetical because how the words "wilderness" (i~l~) and "Egypt" (C:J~~) are 

used to relate to each other in the Old Testament remains a subject of debate. There 

are four occurrences in which "wilderness" appears together with "Egypt" in the same 

verse. Amongst these, three of them clearly distinguish "wilderness" from "Egypt" 

(Jer. 2:6; Ezek. 20:10; Am. 2:10) but only one seems to suggest their close association: 

As I entered into judgment with your fathers in the wilderness of the land of 
Egypt, so I will enter into judgment with you," declares the Lord God. (Jer. 
20:36) 

Yet the context shows that "wilderness" and "Egypt" are understood as two distinct 

geographical locations (cf. Ezek. 20:1-26, esp. vv.lO, 13, 15, 18, 23) with 

251 Tigay, Deuteronomy, 304. 
252 Tigay, Deuteronomy, 304. 
253 Tigay, Deuteronomy, 304. See also McConville, Deuteronomy, p.455; Driver, Deuteronomy, p.356. 
254 Bruggemann, Deuteronomy, p.279. 
255 See Chapter One, p. 1 1 ff. above. 
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"wilderness" being the place in which YHWH threatened to annihilate Israel (Ezek. 

20:13-14, 17). So, the question still remains: do the Song and Deuteronomy really 

differ in opinion regarding Israel's origin and how do we make sense of this 

difference? There is no simple answer, as the scholarly views above indicate. While 

it is believed that the Song may have related a different tradition of Israel's origin 

from Deuteronomy, it is also important to note that despite their differences the Song 

and Deuteronomy were redacted to co-exist in their final form. Their co-existence 

has no doubt puzzled some. LXX rendering of "he found him" (ii1~~~~) as "he 

supplies him" (a{rnxpKT}OEV a{rcov) seems to suggest the possibility of conflicting 

traditions here and may be understood as LXX translators' attempt to resolve the 

difficulty the texts imposed. 

It seems then, that the Song's perspective on Israel's origin differs from that of 

Deuteronomy. But once again we want to focus on a reading of the Song and 

Deuteronomy together. In this we follow, presumably, a redactor who re-interpreted 

the Song into Deuteronomy, utilising the Song's perspective in such a way to achieve 

his compositional goal. Verses 8-14 show that the wilderness event is closely 

connected to the idea of YHWH's primeval election of Israel. While verses 8-9 focus 

on the divine choice of Israel, and speak of how her national identity as a Yahwistic 

nation was determined in time past, verses 10-14 relate the outcome of that choice and 

express Israel's identity by focusing directly on her existence in the wilderness. 

While the "finding" metaphor is used in Ho sea 9: 10 to express YHWH' s affection 

and care for Israel, it is also used here to make a case against Israel for her 

'wrongness' in abandoning her national god, YHWH, while concurrently expressing 

YHWH's 'rightness' in bringing judgement on her (Deut. 32:4). The redactor utilises 

these perspectives to articulate the depth of YHWH's anguish over Israel's apostasy 

despite his election and redemption of Israel from Egypt. Hence, we can see the 

rhetorical impact of the Song in that its wilderness tradition and concept of primeval 

election bring Israel's disloyalty into sharper focus, expressing the extent of her 

mutiny and justifying YHWH's severe criticism and disciplinary acts. 
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4.2.2 Land not an inheritance and no conquest of it 

As pointed out, inference may be made from the Song concerning how lands 

might have been given as inheritances to the nations in the beginning.256 This idea is 

expressed in Deuteronomy, which singles out in this respect the Edomites, Moabites, 

and Ammonites (Deut. 2: 1-23). The Song (vv.8-9), however, does not clearly 

apportion land. What is certain is that while Deuteronomy speaks ofYHWH's gift of 

land as an inheritance to Israel and that the way for her to receive it was by destroying 

the occupants ofthe land (Deut. 3:6; 7:2; 13:16, 18; 20:17), the Song does not speak 

of the gift of land as an inheritance to Israel, nor is there an indication that Israel was 

to conquer and destroy the occupants of the land (Deut. 32:10-13), unless one takes 

the expression "he made him ride on the high places" eJJi~~-~~ i;"l~:p~~' Deut. 

32: 13) as a portrayal of Israel's military conquest of the highlands, as some scholars 

do.257 Mayes (following Vaughan), for example, points out that the expression "ride 

on the high places" carries the idea of ownership of land as it is commonly connected 

in this sense with "tread upon the high places" in other parts of the Old Testament (cf. 

Am. 4:13; Mic. 1:3; Hab. 3:19; Job 9:8).258 In this light, hence, Mayes regards the 

Song's expression here as an indication of "Israel's establishing ownership of the 

land."259 However, it remains unclear if Mayes' idea of "ownership" as such implies 

inheritance and conquest. It is uncertain if verse 13 should be read as a reference to a 

military campaign, especially when LXX' s rendering and the poetic balance of 

chiasmus of this verse seem to suggest its focus on the land's fertility. 260 

It is clear that the idea of land is an important one in both Deuteronomy and 

the Song. That the land in Deuteronomy plays a fundamental role in Israel's 

covenantal relationship with YHWH in terms of her worship and ethical living has 

been argued by Millar. 261 According to him, Deuteronomy's theology of the land 

conveys both the ideas of YHWH's redemptive act on Israel from Egypt and his 

256 See p.158 above. 
257 E.g. Driver, Deuteronomy, p,359; Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, p.381; Sanders, The 
Provenance of Deuteronomy, p.168; McConville, Deuteronomy, p.455; Merrill, Deuteronomy, p.419. 
258 See Mayes, Deuteronomy, p.386. 
259 Mayes, Deuteronomy, p.386. 
260 See the discussion ofDeut. 32:13-14 in Chapter Two, pp.81-82 above. 
261 See Millar's insightful discussion of the land in relation to Deuteronomy's covenant thought and 
ethics in Now Choose Life, pp.55-62. 
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fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise concerning the gift of land. 262 It brings together 

the ideas of redemption and providence to express YHWH's ownership of Israel and 

the land263 in which Israel, whilst enjoying the land's bounty, must now fulfill her 

covenantal responsibility in the land as the appropriate response to YHWH's acts of 

grace.Z64 The Song, on the other hand, chooses to express its theology of the land in a 

slightly different way. It does not focus on the acquisition of the land but on living in 

it, or precisely in this case, how Israel had not lived responsibly in YHWH's land. 

Although Israel lived in the land, it ultimately belonged to YHWH who placed her in 

it. The Song picks up the theme of ownership to criticise Israel's disloyalty that 

resulted in her abusing YHWH's gift and resources for idol worship (vv.15-18). 

Although the Song does not mention Israel's destruction of the land's occupants, it 

certainly speaks oflsrael's enemy destroying her, the custodian of the land (vv.20-21). 

It describes how YHWH takes Israel to task and brings upon her the covenantal curses 

by sanctioning the enemy's military invasion of the land (vv.23-25; cf. 28:25-37). 

That the land is now in need of cleansing after the ravage is suggested at the end of 

the Song in which YHWH, the rightful owner of the land, is said to make propitiation 

(i~=;l, v.43) for it. The divine cleansing of the land is necessary due to both the 

polluting effects of bloodshed in warfare265 and Israel's civil and cultic evil266 in order 

that Israel might live her covenantal life in the land again.267 In all these we can see 

the theme of YHWH's sovereign ownership over Israel and the land running 

throughout the Song. 

The ideas of military conquest and the inherited land are not prominent in the 

Song, but this is not to say that it dismisses them as unimportant. Rather, the Song 

holds out a different concern for Israel arising from her having lived in the land. The 

literary interplay of the waw-consecutive expressions in verses 13-15 gives us a clue 

as to what the Song is driving at from a perspective after the event. In verse 15 the 

expressions "but Jeshurun grew fat and kicked" (~~~~1 pi~~ 112~~1), "you have 

262 Mil\ar, Now Choose Life, p.55. 
263 See more discussion concerning the Deuteronomic idiom in pp.134-137 above. Also Clements, 
God and Temple, pp.Sl-53; Christopher J. H. Wright, God's People in God's Land (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1990), pp.ll-13. 
264 See Mil\ar, Now Choose Life, pp.SS-62, 145-146. 
265 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.378. 
266 Driver, Deuteronomy, p.381; von Rad, Deuteronomy, p.200; Thompson, Deuteronomy, p.304, 
McConville, Deuteronomy, p.459. 
267 Brueggemann, Deuteronomy, p.282. 
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grown fat, thick, and gorged" c~~wf ~~~~ ~~~~), and "he forsook" (lli~~n. relate the 

idea of Israel's indulgence and complacency. The phrase "but he grew fat" (l~~~J) 

connects with the preceding expressions "he consumed" ('??K~1), "he made him suck" 

(1:1j?.~~J), and the list of choice food in verses 13-14 in order to disclose Israel's false 

sense of security in the comfort and richness of the land. More tragically, Israel fed 

on YHWH's rich provisions but refused to give recognition and exclusive allegiance 

to him (v.18), the very temptation that Deuteronomy against (Deut. 8:11-14). The 

Song makes use of the notion of land, in this case its abundance, to expose Israel's 

misplaced focus, greed, ingratitude, and particularly her disloyalty. In this sense the 

Song stands in complete continuity with Deuteronomy in spite of their apparent 

difference: what Deuteronomy anticipates about Israel's 'forgetfulness' and defiance, 

the Song confirms in retrospect, even supplying graphic descriptions of the extent of 

her rebellion such as "he despised" c'?~t1, v.15), "with abominations they provoked 

him" (1:1~tl?=?~ n~~in1, v.16), "they sacrificed to demons" (0~!'47 m~~\ v.l7), 

"you forgot" ewp1, v.18), and "you ignored" (n?~81, v.l8). The Song's lack of 

explicit mention of an inherited land and conquest, therefore, does not contradict or 

diminish the rhetorical effect of Deuteronomy as a whole. Rather, the creative fusing 

of the Song into Deuteronomy provides a sharper reading of the Deuteronomic 

message, that is, at the end it is not the physical land per se that is of primary 

importance, but Israel's response to her covenantal God. The Song's perspective 

further renders the claim that Deuteronomy characterises "a declension from grace to 

law" problematic. 268 Rather, we see how the Song relates with ease both divine 

providence (Deut. 32:8-14) and the divine purging and cleansing (Deut. 32:15-43). 

This suggests that the ideas of divine grace and demand are inseparable in YHWH's 

covenantal dealing with Israel. 

4.2.3 Sinai, Moab, and the Torah 

Deuteronomy's profound theology of divine grace and demand finds its 

expression through the dynamic interplay between the Horeb and Moab covenants 

(Deut. 29:1 [28:69]). Scholars have noted the transitional nature of this verse but 

268 Gerhard von Rad, The Problem of Hexateuch and other Essays (London: Oliver & Boyd, 1966), 
p.85. 
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opinions are divided with some seeing it as a conclusion to the preceding blessings 

and curses section (Deut. 27:1-28:68),269 while others regard it as an introduction to 

what follows (Deut. 29:2-30:20). 270 Yet others understand the verse as both 

conclusion and introduction.271 There are also various opinions concerning the way in 

which the Horeb and Moab covenants co-exist in Deuteronomy. 272 The general 

consensus is that the Moab covenant is not replacing the Horeb covenant.273 Tigay, 

for example, even argues that they are "virtually identical. "274 Olson claims that 

although the Horeb covenant emphasises YHWH' s election and Israel's responsibility, 

it "deconstructs itself' with its ambiguities and eventually "shipwrecks upon the 

curses of Deuteronomy 28." 275 The Moab covenant thus "decenters" the Horeb 

covenant by laying stress on YHWH's judgement and saving acts to create an 

obedience that the Horeb covenant cannot achieve.Z76 Olson seems to make a clear 

distinction between the Horeb and Moab covenants, highlighting the inadequacy of 

the former yet seeing the validity of the former covenant and he has to admit that it 

still remains effective.277 Without rehearsing the scholarly arguments in detail, it is 

important to point out that Deuteronomy does not promote the Moab covenant as a 

way to "decenter" the Horeb covenant, as Olson argues, as if the latter were a 

temporary, weak and inferior covenant that needs a better one to rectify it. Millar 

points out that the Moab covenant is "ultimately unable to deliver" because, like the 

Horeb covenant, it does not resolve "Israel's existential problems" since its hope is 

eschatological in nature. 278 Meanwhile, Israel must continue to strive to obey, 

269 Driver, Deuteronomy, p.319; Tigay, Deuteronomy, pp.274-275; Rofe, Deuteronomy: Issues and 
Interpretation, p.195. 
270 Thompson, Deuteronomy, pp.278-279; Merrill, Deuteronomy, pp.372-373; Olson, Death of Moses, 
pp.7, 128; Sonnet, The Book Within the Book, p.180; Millar, Deuteronomy, p.91. 
271 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.339; McConville, Deuteronomy, pp.40 1-402. 
272 E.g. See Millar for a short but helpful discussion in Now Choose Life, pp.91-93, 172-176; Olson, 
Death of Moses, p.176. Also Thompson, Deuteronomy, p.279; Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.274; 
McConville, Deuteronomy, p.409; Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.338. 
273 Millar says that the Moab covenant is "augmenting and upgrading" that of Horeb in Now Choose 
Life, p.92; McConville refers to Moses' teaching as "a new embodiment of the Horeb covenant," hence 
"the essence of the Moab covenant" in Deuteronomy, pp.401, 409. See also Nelson, Deuteronomy, 
p.338. 
274 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.274. 
275 Olson, Death of Moses, p.176. 
276 Olson, Death of Moses, p.l76. 
277 Olson, Death of Moses, p.l76. Thompson also thinks that Deut. 29: I [28:69] is making a contrast 
between the Moab and Horeb covenants. While he sees a close relation between them, he also points 
out that the Moab covenant "contains many new regulations." See Thompson, Deuteronomy, p.279. 
278 Millar, Now Choose Life, p.173. 
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knowing that she is "doomed to fail. "279 Although Millar sees a real possibility of a 

change of heart in Israel through the Moab covenant, he basically thinks that both 

covenants are "fatally flawed" because they cannot do anything about the problem of 

human nature.280 In fact Millar sees yet another covenant (Deut. 30:1-30) in which 

what the Moab covenant promises (Deut. 29:1 [28:69]-29) is brought to fruition. 281 

Contra Millar, it seems more probable to read chapters 29-30 as a unit. 

Conspicuously, both chapters are thematically linked with the idea of "heart" (:J~) 

and relate the divine response to Israel's condition in that her lack of a discerning 

heart will be addressed by YHWH's circumcising her heart (Deut. 29:4[29:3]; 

30:6). 282 The interplay between the two covenants as the expression of 

Deuteronomy's theology of divine grace and demand is evident. The Horeb covenant 

speaks of YHWH' s past acts of grace which provides the fundamental basis for Israel 

to express her loyalty to YHWH. While the Moab covenant affirms Israel's failure in 

maintaining that loyalty to YHWH (Deut. 29:4), it holds out YHWH's future acts of 

grace for the very purpose of enabling Israel to be loyal to YHWH "with all her heart" 

(Deut. 30:6). The failure to love YHWH and obey the Torah due to human weakness . 

is resolved through the divine gift of a 'new heart' so Israel will be made able to love 

YHWH and obey the Torah again (Deut. 30:6-8). Hence, Millar rightly notes that 

while the Moab covenant does not replace the Horeb covenant, it in fact brings a 

change to the former covenant in that Israel can now have "good reason to hope" 

because she will be able to response appropriately to YHWH in the future. 283 Yet this 

does not need to mean that the Horeb covenant is devoid of hope because the 

Deuteronomic depiction of the Horeb and Moab covenant expresses a full picture of 

YHWH' s dealings with Israel. In both covenants we see the expression of YHWH' s 

grace in terms of election and enabling, as well as Israel's calling to faithfulness to 

279 Millar, Now Choose Life, p.l74. 
280 Millar, Now Choose Life, pp.l72-174. 
281 Millar, Now Choose Life, pp.l74-176. Millar says, "If the covenant at Moab reveals the need for 
something to be done about human nature, then the new covenant promised in chapter 30 meets that 
need." 
282 See more discussion how chapter 29 and 30 relate to each other in McConville, Deuteronomy, 
pp.413-414, 423. McConville points out that both chapters form an important sub-section of the book 
and the logic which begins in chapter 29 continues to chapter 30. Also Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.346. 
Nelson reckons both chapters to be a distinct unit of thought, which together with chapter 4, are 
"associated in topic and language." 
283 Millar, Now Choose Life, p.173. 
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YHWH through her obedience of the Torah. From beginning to end we see the 

outworking of YHWH's grace for the obedience of Israel. Central to this YHWH­

Israel relationship is the knowledge of YHWH's character expressed through the 

Torah which becomes the regulating instrument for Israel's national life. However, 

despite the fact that both covenants, as well as the Torah, play a central role in 

Deuteronomy's theology, it is striking that the Song does not even mention them. 

One might argue that the Song has some allusions to the Torah, for example, through 

expressions such as "words of my mouth" e~-~}.1?~, Deut. 32:1 b), "my teaching" 

(~Dp7, Deut. 32:2), and "my speech" e8ll?~' Deut. 32:2). But these expressions are 

not the usual Deuteronomic descriptions of the Torah.284 

The Song plays a positive role in relation to Deuteronomy's covenantal 

theology, and may be read with aspects of that theology in mind. Each has a concept 

of election, even if these are different. Israel's eventual inability to remain loyal, as 

the Horeb covenant anticipates, is expressed poignantly through her idolatrous 

worship (vv.15-18). The Song then speaks ofYHWH's withdrawing his favour from 

Israel and allowing military invasion, which recalls the consequences in judgement, 

which in some ways echoes the Horeb covenantal curses (vv.20-26). Furthermore, 

the Song also speaks of Israel's (and the enemy's) lack of discernment (vv.28-29), 

which anticipates what YHWH has ordained for Israel in the future (Deut 29:4 [29:3]; 

30:6). The Song then moves to focus on YHWH's acts of vengeance on the enemy, 

thus echoing the covenantal blessing (cf. Deut. 28:7). This leads to the climactic 

expression of YHWH' s faithfulness to Israel and assertion of his supremacy over the 

enemy (vv.36-43). At the end, YHWH's grace for Israel prevails, as promised in the 

Moab covenant (Deut.30:6-8). In a similar vein, the Song's failure to mention the 

Torah does not mean that it has no regard for it. In fact, we can see the close 

relationship between the Song and the Torah, in which the former clarifies the latter. 

In Deuteronomy 31 the Song is closely linked with the Torah (cf. Deut. 31 :9, 26)285 in 

that they have a similar role of reinforcing Israel's loyalty and witnessing against her 

disloyalty (Deut. 30: 15-20; 31:19, 26). However, while they have the same role, they 

work it out in different ways. Deuteronomy sets out how Israel should love and stay 

284 See the Deuteronomic descriptions of the Torah in p.153 above. 
285 See Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.361. See also Sonnet, The Book Within the Book, pp.164-165. 
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loyal to YHWH, pointing out how such an attitude is precisely the ultimate aim of the 

Torah and the reason for centralisation of worship. In this light, the Torah and 

centralisation of worship are but instruments to this end. The Song, on the other hand, 

explicates the true meaning of the Torah by going directly to the heart of 

Deuteronomy to criticise Israel's violation of the most important commandment upon 

which the entire Torah rests, that is, the First Command (Deut. 32:15-18; cf. Deut. 

5 :7). By abandoning YHWH, Israel abandons everything that the Torah represents, 

and this naturally makes the centralising of worship a futile endeavour. The Song 

shows how violation of this command has devastating and far-reaching consequences. 

While Deuteronomy anticipates these dreadful consequences (Deut. 28:15-68), the 

Song confirms them with graphic imagery. In these ways, we see the Song's 

prophetic character at work and that it has strong affinities with prophecy, which also, 

broadly speaking, does not insist on law-keeping as such, but goes to the heart of what 

it means for Israel to be loyal to YHWH. 

In sum, the fusing of the covenant ideas and the explication of the Torah 

shows that the Song, like Deuteronomy, does not merely emphasise Israel's 

disobedience. Far from being legalistic, Deuteronomy and the Song work in unison to 

speak of YHWH's promise of restoration and forgiveness. Deuteronomy talks about 

Israel returning to YHWH and obeying his voice (Deut. 30:2),286 and points out that 

this is in fact a result of YHWH's transforming her heart so that she would love him 

wholeheartedly (Deut. 30:6). The Song picks up the idea of divine enabling in that 

YHWH would vindicate Israel against her enemy when she no longer relies on her 

strength (Deut. 32:36; cf. 32:39-43). At the end, we can see that the Song expresses 

the essence of the Horeb-Moab covenants and the Torah to speak eloquently again 

with Deuteronomy of divine grace and faithfulness to Israel. 

4.2.4 A place of worship 

As pointed out, since de Wette Deuteronomy has been regarded as a document 

demanding the centralisation of Yahwistic worship at Jerusalem and strengthening the 

286 See Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.54. Tigay distinguishes the idea of "return" in the Torah from the 
Prophets. In the former, "return'' is mentioned only as something after punishment has taken place 
whereas in the latter, it is to avert punishment. 
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regime of Hezekiah or Josiah.287 This traditional, dominant reading of Deuteronomy 

is also bound up with the idea of the Deuteronomic demythologisation made effective 

by the corrective Name theology. But all these have been disputed, and 

Deuteronomy's place formula has also been differently understood. Deuteronomy's 

place of worship expressed by the idiom "to put his name there" (t:JW i~~ P~7 or 

t:JW i~~-n~ t:Jiil.l'{) does not clearly promote Jerusalem as the sole site of worship, 

because Deuteronomy has refused to name any definite worship site. The anonymity 

of the worship site, in fact, is in keeping with Deuteronomy's fundamental focus on 

loyalty to YHWH alone and its awareness of the human tendency to attach 

unwarranted allegiance to human and religious institutions. This important principle 

of worshipping YHWH alone is further expressed in Deuteronomy's limiting of the 

power and prestige of human authorities such as the Israelite king (Deut. 17:14-20). 

The Deuteronomic curbing of individual power is also consistent with its emphatic 

focus on the Israelites' "brotherhood,"288 which in itself is a radical concept in Israel 

for the purpose of critiquing and safeguarding against the tyrannical dictatorship 

found in the ancient Near East. Richter's recent findings show that the identity of the 

first locale of worship was Mount Ebal in which YHWH placed his name, hence 

rendering the alleged view of Jerusalem as the original sole worship place 

untenable. 289 Interestingly, the view that cult centralisation is the focal point of 

Deuteronomy and that Deuteronomy regards Jerusalem as the chosen worship place 

finds no echo in the Song. The Song neither promotes the idea of centralisation nor 

even mentions any place of worship, let alone Jerusalem. This peculiar situation may 

cause us to question the reason for the Song's inclusion in Deuteronomy, because its 

presence not only does not support what many scholars believed to be the main focus 

of Deuteronomy, namely, cult centralisation and the place of worship, it may even 

appear puzzling that the Song is silent about it, if indeed it is an important part of the 

Deuteronomic message. This, then, is another case where a reading of the Song 

brings an important perspective to reading Deuteronomy as a whole. It suggests that 

Deuteronomy is concerned not so much with cult centralisation and the identity of 

287 Wellhausen, Prolegomena, pp.32-34; Clements, God and Temple, p.76. See the centrality of 
centralisation in Deuteronomy in Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.l46. For a detailed account of the redaction­
history of Deuteronomy, see e.g. Mayes, Deuteronomy, pp.29-55. 
288 Deut. 1:16, 28; 2:4, 8; 3:18, 20; 10:9; 13:7; 15:2,7, 9, 11, 12; 17:15, 20; 18:2,7, 15, 18; 19:18; 20:8; 
22:1-4; 23:8,20, 21; 24:7, 14; 25:3,5, 6, 7, 9, 11; 28:54; 32:50; 33:9, 16, 24. 
289 Richter, "The Place of the Name in Deuteronomy," pp.342-366. 
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worship site per se but YHWH' s ownership of Israel and his prerogative over her 

political and religious life, as Richter and others have argued. The Song certainly 

speaks volumes about YHWH's sovereign rule over Israel's political and religious 

affairs at national and international levels. 

Although the Song does not speak of the alleged centralisation of worship, it is 

certainly concerned about Yahwistic worship, and shows contempt for Israel's 

idolatrous worship, as does Deuteronomy (Deut. 28:15-68; 32:15-25). Hence, reading 

the Song with Deuteronomy shows an emphatic, overriding concern for how Israel 

should respond to YHWH's sovereign and rightful ownership of her. The historicity 

of centralisation and the importance of Jerusalem are undeniable. But the Song shows 

us that these are not the main foci, but are means to express the need for wholehearted 

loyalty and right worship which Deuteronomy and the Song have painstakingly 

advocated. 

4.2.5 A theory of leadership 

Deuteronomy expresses a view of judicial, monarchical, priestly, and 

prophetic leadership, a view that goes along with its focus on the responsibility of the 

whole people of God. In Deuteronomy 1:9-18, judicial leaders are said to have been 

chosen on the basis of three criteria (cf. Exod. 18:21 ): they should be "wise" (o~~~C!, 

v.13), "discerning/understanding" eo~~~~. v.13), and "experienced" co~P.T!. v.13). 

These leaders were responsible to "hear and judge righteously" CPl.~ Ot,ltp~lli, ... ~bW, 

v.16), be impartial eo~~~ ,,~;,rn6, v.17), and be "fearless" (lli~~-~~~~ ,,J~ t-6, 

v.17). Their roles and responsibilities are to be understood in the context of 

Deuteronomy's emphasis on brotherhood: the choosing of wise, discerning, and 

experienced leaders was to be done from within the "tribes" (o:;:?~~~?, v.13) in order 

to appoint them as "heads" of the tribes (O~?tgtoq~, v.13). They were to execute their 
. . 

judicial roles righteously "between your brothers" (O;?,~r.nrr~, v.16), as well as 

amongst the "aliens" (i1~.' v.16). Moreover, they were to be impartial and fearless so 

as to judge "the small and the great alike" in the tribes cru'1?!.9l:1 ~,a~ l~J'?~, v.17). 

Putting it differently, these tribal leaders were called to judge righteously, not 
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distorting justice but recognising that the "judgement is God's" (o~fi',~~ ~~tp~rt, 

v.17), which implies the need for straight dealing and loyalty to all the members of 

the community. 290 The appointment of leaders with judicial integrity was meant to 

maintain Israel's national unity by making sure that her civil disputes, literally "load, 

burden, and strife" (0~~~!1 O?,~ig~i O?.Q.l~' Deut. 1: 12), were properly managed. 

The focus on societal unity through judicial integrity must continue after Israel settles 

in the land. The emphasis on appointing leaders is again taken up in Deuteronomy 

16:18-20. Here, as in Deuteronomy 1:9-18, the leaders were to be chosen by the 

people (De ut. 16: 18) and required to maintain justice and impartiality when carrying 

out their responsibilities. They must not "bend justice" (~~tp~ i1~I:n6, v.19), show 

partiality cc:~~ ,~:po l-6, v.19), or take a bribe (11Jili nRrn~',, v.19). This lays the 

foundation for how Israel as a nation must function. 

Deuteronomy's unique prescription for Israel's monarchical leadership comes 

after that of the judicial. This is hardly accidental but strongly suggests that having a 

sound judicial system with judges committed to justice and righteousness is of first 

importance to Israel's covenant theocracy. 291 That is why the appointment of judges 

was mandatory while the appointment of the king was merely because of the demand 

of the people (cf. 1 Sam. 8:5-9).292 But while YHWH acceded to Israel's request, 

Israel must adhere to YHWH's demand that the king be divinely chosen and had to be 

one from "among your brothers" ('9~Q~ :J'1~.~, Deut. 17:15). Although it was not a 

necessity for Israel to have a king, when appointed, the king would play an important 

role in the covenant life of Israel. 293 Unlike kings of the ancient Near East, however, 

the Israelite king was not above the judicial law. On the contrary, his royal activities 

were severely limited (Deut. 17:15-17) and most importantly, he was made subject to 

the Torah so that YHWH's instruction would permeate his behaviour politically, 

administratively, judicially, and militarily (Deut. 17: 18-20).294 For Deuteronomy, the 

quality of the Israelite king was dependent on how well he obeyed YHWH's rule as 

290 McConville, Deuteronomy, p.66. 
291 Also Wright, Deuteronomy, pp.207-208. Wright points out that the judge can be seen as "standing 
closer to divine functions" than the king (p.208). 
292 Compare Deut. 16: 18 with 17: 14. 
293 See also Lohfink, "Distribution," p.340: "The Deuteronomic law concerning kings is based upon the 
presupposition that Israel, having completed occupation of the land, will want to install a king." 
294 Wright, Deuteronomy, p.209. 
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expressed in the Torah. In this sense, Miller may be right to point out that whereas 

the judge by doing justice and righteousness "reflects the way of YHWH," the 

monarchical king reflects the way of "a true Israelite."295 We can see once again that 

Deuteronomy's depiction of monarchical leadership is in keeping with its emphasis 

on YHWH's rule and the 'brotherhood' of Israelites, as well as its protection against 

oppressive, tyrannical rule?96 

Deuteronomy's law of the king has been much discussed. Apparently, on the 

one hand, the law of the king suggests a negative critique of Israelite kingship in view 

of its curtailment of the royal authorit/97 while, on the other hand, it also seems to 

give divine sanction to the institution of monarchy.298 However, does it follow that 

Deuteronomy's aim is to support King Josiah and his policy of centralisation, in view 

of this depiction of a limited Israelite kingship? These seemingly irreconcilable ideas 

led von Rad to conclude that Deuteronomy's low view of human kingship does not 

suggest that it is promoting Josiah's reign. 299 Even Levinson, who believes that 

Deuteronomy underwent a scribal hermeneutical manipulation in support of Josiah's 

regime, has himself noted the difficulty posed by Deuteronomy's curtailment of the 

king's power. 300 It seems probable that, rather than seeing Deuteronomy's 

centralising law as legislating for Josiah's reign, we should recognise that 

Deuteronomy's law of the king is to be understood in the light of the book's broader 

concern for Israel's loyalty to YHWH. Deuteronomy 1 7: 17 suggests the danger of the 

king's inclination to apostasy and idolatry. This is typified by the expression "lest his 

heart turn away" (i:::l~7 110: K,), resulting from having many wives and excessive 

riches. Furthermore, the insistence that the king "reads the law" all his life and 

"learns to fear YHWH" (Deut. 1 7: 19) expresses the duties incumbent upon all 

Israelites.301 This is again consistent with Deuteronomy's assertion that YHWH is to 

be feared "all the days of one's life" (Deut. 4:10; 5:26; 14:23; 31:13), which implies 

295 Miller, Deuteronomy, p.147. Also Lohfink, HDistribution," p.349. Lohfink considers the king to be 
an Hadministrator and model Israelite." 
296 Miller, Deuteronomy, p.148. 
297 Nicholson, Deuteronomy and Tradition, p.93. 
298 See also Clements, Deuteronomy, p.59: "This presentation of the role of the king in Deuteronomy 
represents an important endorsement of an institution." 
299 V on Rad, Deuteronomy, pp.27-28. 
300 See Levinson, Legal Innovation, p.141. 
301 Miller, Deuteronomy, pp.l48-149; Wright, Deuteronomy, p.209. 
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"a constant awareness of God." 302 Learning to fear YHWH is accomplished by 

hearing YHWH's words (~l~Tn~ t:l~~~~l, Deut. 4: 10), which may also necessarily 

imply reading and studying the Torah (Deut. 17:19; 31:12-13).303 As the model of a 

true Israelite, Israel's king exemplifies and demonstrates true obedience to YHWH so 

that he might not elevate himself above his brothers but remain loyal to YHWH, the 

supreme ruler of Israel (Deut. 17 :20). 

In the same way, the Levites who were given priestly leadership were also to 

be model Israelites in their dependence on YHWH and service to him (Deut. 18:3-

5). 304 Once again, we see Deuteronomy's emphases on divine choice and the 

brotherhood of Israelites in that the Levite was chosen by YHWH from amongst the 

tribes (Deut. 18:5) and his role was to safeguard against idolatrous sacrificial worship 

(Deut. 18:9-12). Last in Deuteronomy's series of leadership roles comes the prophet, 

but this does not mean that the office of prophet is the least significant. On the 

contrary, prophets function as YHWH's mouthpieces to speak against Israel when 

judicial, monarchical, and priestly leaders go astray (Deut. 18: 18-19). 305 In 

Deuteronomy the portrait of Moses reaches its climax in the depiction of him as the 

model prophet who faithfully declares YHWH's words and will to Israel. The 

proclamation ofYHWH's perpetual witness against Israel's apostasy is a case in point 

(Deut. 31:16-22; 32:1-43). Finally, Deuteronomy's depiction of public office is 

incomplete without mentioning the transfer of authority from Moses to Joshua. To be 

sure, Moses was replaced not just by another human leader (Deut. 31:7-8, 14-15, 23) 

but also by a text (Deut. 31:9-13, 24-29), and the Song (Deut. 32:1-43). The 

combination of these three replacements expresses a recognition that Israel would 

become even more rebellious after Moses' death.306 Nonetheless, a human leader is 

required to lead the new generation of Israelites. Joshua, hence, was named Moses' 

successor to undertake the tasks of a military leader for the conquest of Canaan and 

subsequently as the distributor of the conquered land as inheritance to the Israelites 

(Deut. 3:18-28; 31:2-8, 14-15, 23). Norbert Lohfink, in his argument for the literary 

302 Weinfeld, Deuteronomic School, p.280. 
303 See also Weinfeld, Deuteronomic School, pp.279-280. Weinfeld comments, "As the fear of God 
has to be practised 'all the days', so also the Torah has to be studied all the time." 
304 Wright, Deuteronomy, p.214. 
305 Wright, Deuteronomy, p.216. 
306 Olson, Death of Moses, p.l34. 
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coherence of Deuteronomy's portrayal of Joshua's replacement of Moses, has 

demonstrated that the portrayal of the transfer of authority between these two great 

leaders was deliberately advanced step by step to clarify an important, fundamental 

theological principle - it is YHWH who gives the office, dictates the carrying out of 

the task involved in the office and remains the "driving force" to lead the 

officeholders. 307 Lohfink's analysis is adopted by Olson who also observes a literary 

progression of three short texts concerning the transfer of leadership from Moses to 

Joshua. They are: Moses' commission of Joshua without YHWH actually being 

present in the meeting (Deut. 31 :7-8); YHWH's commission of Joshua with Moses 

present in the meeting (Deut. 31: 14-15), and eventually YHWH' s commission of 

Joshua alone (Deut. 31 :23). This progression shows the limitations of mortality and 

human claims to authority and power. YHWH alone remains supreme in 

leadership. 308 His kingship is expressly mentioned for the first time in Deuteronomy: 

"He was king in Jeshurun" Cl?~ 1~1~':l 'iT1, Deut. 33:5).
309 

We can see, therefore, that the Deuteronomic view of leadership consistently 

focuses on YHWH's ultimate leadership over his people. One may question the 

validity of such a reading of the laws since it remains debatable whether all the laws 

in Deuteronomy concerning offices are of the same antiquity or if they are originally 

written for the purpose of setting up public offices in Israel. However, it is 

undeniable that in the final form of Deuteronomy and through the creative hand of the 

redactor, these laws are now understood as, in Lohfink's words, "a self-consistent and 

comprehensive piece of legislation" about the functions of power in Israel. 310 

Lohfink may be right to assert that the distribution of the functions of public power is 

the key concept of the constitution of Israel. Such a division of powers certainly 

ensures that no one becomes too powerful in Israel. The king, for example, is no 

longer the supreme judge, and his power is severely curbed. Furthermore, the 

307 Lohfink, "The Deuteronomic Picture of the Transfer of Authority from Moses to Joshua," in 
Theology of the Pentateuch: Themes of the Priestly Narrative and Deuteronomy (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1994): pp.234-247. 
308 Olson, Death of Moses, pp.l34-135. 
309 Other occurrences of "king" (1~9) as a divine title are found in Num. 23:2 i; 1 Sam. 12: 12; Isa. 6:5; 
33:22; 41:21; 43:15; 44:6; Jer. 8:19, 10:7, 10; 46:18; 48:15; 51:57; Mic. 2:13; Zeph. 3:15; Zech. 14:9, 
16, 17; Mal. 1:14; Ps. 5:3; 10:16; 24:7,8, 9, 10; 29:10; 44:5; 47:3,7, 8; 48:3; 68:25; 74:12; 84:4; 95:3; 
98:6; 99:4; 145: I; 149:2; Dan. 4:34. See more discussions on YHWH's kingship in Horst Dietrich 
Preuss, Old Testament Theology Vol. I (USA: Westminster John Knox Press, 1995), pp.152-159. 
310 Lohfink, "Distribution," pp.343-345. 
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function of priest is also scaled down with the prophet now functioning as YHWH's 

representative and interpreter of the Torah, thus "embodying a counterbalance to all 

other authorities."311 But interestingly, although Deuteronomy speaks a great deal 

about the nature of leadership, in particular, about the limitation placed on Israel's 

king, the Song in fact contains no reference to king or monarchy, or any form of 

human leadership. How are we to understand this? 

The Song is silent in these matters because it has no interest in administrative 

and judicial organisation. Hence, it does not see the need to go into detail regarding 

the characteristics or roles and responsibilities of Israel's leadership in the way 

Deuteronomy does. Instead, it goes beyond them to focus on the responsibility of the 

whole nation, criticising the people for their broken covenantal relationship with 

YHWH. The Song sharply criticises Israel's wayward and perverse national life 

(vv.4-5). It reprimands her for being "foolish and not-wise" (v.6), and having "no 

understanding" (v.28). It criticises her outright defiance against YHWH's supreme 

rule (vv.l5-19), which was fuelled by her self-sufficiency (v.15) and eventually 

resulted in her apostasy, concretised in the nation's demonic sacrificial activity (v.l7). 

By focusing on the whole people of Israel, the mode of the Song could fit with any 

kind of administrative or judicial organisation. 

With respect to leadership, furthermore, we see that in Deuteronomy the idea 

of leadership is closely connected to the ideas of wisdom and obeying the Torah (Deut. 

4:5-6, 8) in that it remains the fundamental task of Israel's public leaders to subject all 

national affairs to the Torah in order that Israel might walk in wisdom. However, 

whereas Deuteronomy speaks of Israel's need to walk in wisdom, the Song exposes 

her lack of it. When Yahwistic worship is compromised and the Torah no longer 

becomes the nation's political and religious guide, the nation will head for a 

catastrophic end. That is why the Song is vehement about Israel's need to get right 

with YHWH by obeying the First Command so that she might walk in wisdom again. 

In this sense, we can see that the Song's presence in Deuteronomy serves to pinpoint 

that Israel's fundamental flaw lies in her rejection ofthe Torah and ultimately YHWH 

as her supreme ruler. Therefore, Deuteronomy's distribution of public powers is a 

311 Lohfink, "Distribution," pp.348-349. 
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necessary step towards preventing any form of "absolutism" within a covenantal 

communitl 12 but the Song diverts attention from secondary issues and goes to the 

heart ofthe message of Deuteronomy as a whole: loyalty to YHWH. 

5. Conclusion: The Song and the Deuteronomic Concern 

This chapter examined how the Song functions in relation to Deuteronomy. 

However, an exercise like this cannot be done without first exploring Deuteronomy 

itself, in particular, its emphases and themes in order to find out what constitutes the 

Deuteronomic concern. To begin the process, a re-visitation of some important issues 

revolving around Deuteronomy was necessary. The dominant critical view of 

Deuteronomy has regarded the book as a demythologising and centralising 

programme that promotes Jerusalem as the chosen place of worship for the purpose of 

bolstering the regime of Josiah. However, we saw that there are reasons to question 

this view. 

The examination of Deuteronomy's alleged demythologisation begins by 

reviewing the argument for and against the idea ofthe Deuteronomic Name theology 

of transcendence and asks if Deuteronomy is a corrective programme against older 

anthropomorphic concepts of YHWH. 2 Samuel 7 and 1 Kings 8 are often used to 

support the idea of an abstract view of YHWH in Deuteronomy. However, the 

assertion that Deuteronomy constitutes a corrective programme that elevates 

YHWH's transcendence over his immanence has in fact resulted in a false (and forced) 

distinction between the idea of YHWH's dwelling and that of his name. As a result, 

scholars who advocate an alternative reading of Deuteronomy have called into 

question the old consensus view of the mode of divine presence. They have 

demonstrated that the old view is a far cry from the biblical data and that the different 

depictions of the mode of divine presence between JE and D are a matter of context 

and emphases.313 Moreover, evidence has been provided by Richter to show that the 

312 See Lohfink, "Distribution," pp.336-352. 
313 This is succinctly summed up by McConville, "In ch.4 transcendence was expressed by the 
insistence that God was in heaven and invisible to human beings; his immanence could not be 
expressed by making of idols, but was bound closely to the keeping of his commandments in the 
context of covenant faithfulness. In eh. 12, God's transcendence implied his freedom to choose the 
place of worship, while his immanence was expressed in his real presence at the sanctuary, together 
with the obligation of the people to meet him there in faithful worship." See McConville and Millar, 
Time and Place, p.l4l. 



182 

Deuteronomic idiom "to put his name there" (t:JW i~~ F?IP7 or t:JW i~~-n~ t:l1~7), 

which is widely understood to be the theologumenon for demythologising the mode of 

divine presence, has nothing to do with the idea supposed in the corrective Name 

theology. Rather, it is an adaptation of the Akkadian idiom "to place the name" 

(suma sakanu) associated with the installation of victory stele to announce the 

ownership of the new suzerain. In this light, Deuteronomy's use of the idiom is 

meant to express the idea of YHWH's sovereignty and ownership over Israel and her 

land. In fact, this line of interpretation of Deuteronomy finds further support when 

the Song's perspective is taken into consideration because the ideas of 

demythologisation, anti-anthropomorphism, and the distinction between YHWH's 

transcendence and immanence by means of the Name theology do not resonate in the 

Song. On the contrary, the Song speaks of YHWH anthropomorphically (Deut. 32:10, 

13, 20, 21, 27, 28-33, 39-41) and expresses not only his transcendence but also his 

immanence with ease (Deut. 32:5-6, 10, 11, 18-19). The Song upholds the idea of 

YHWH's corporeality and his mode of presence has not been demythologised. To 

argue that Deuteronomy constitutes a demythologising programme neglects the 

witness of the Song in the final form of Deuteronomy. 

This chapter also examines the view that Deuteronomy's focal point is its 

legislation for cult centralisation, demanding that sacrificial worship to be carried out 

at a single site in Jerusalem. Integral to the idea of centralisation are Deuteronomy's 

place formula and its idea of human leadership. Hence, if the centralisation of 

worship is the focal point of Deuteronomy, as the traditional view claims, how then 

should the readers of Deuteronomy understand it in relation to Deuteronomy's own 

expression of the chosen place and its view of kingship? Despite the widely held 

belief that Deuteronomy advocates Jerusalem as the chosen place of worship, it is 

noteworthy that Deuteronomy itself does not explicitly mention it. The insistence on 

Deuteronomy's reference to Jerusalem as the chosen place ignores the possibility that 

Deuteronomy could also have had in mind central sanctuaries in other places such as 

Shechem, Bethel, Gilgal, and Shiloh, or even Mount Ebal. Furthermore, in keeping 

with Deuteronomy's depiction of YHWH as the sovereign God who chooses Israel, 

gives her the Torah, and makes her a distinctive nation in worship and in system of 

governance (Deut. 7:6-16; 12-26), it is reasonable to construe the Deuteronomic place 
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formula to be speaking of YHWH' s freedom of choice, his ownership of the land, and 

the need for Israel's allegiance, rather than the identity of the "place." Moreover, to 

relate Deuteronomy's place formula to centralisation in Jerusalem does not square 

with Deuteronomy's own constitutional proposal (Deut. 16:18-18:22), which seeks to 

curb what cult centralisation might eventually result in: political and financial 

advantage to Israel's kings. If Deuteronomy's overall concern is for cult 

centralisation, then the incorporation of the Song into Deuteronomy does nothing to 

keep it. The Song's silence about cult centralisation, worship place, and kingship is 

striking. In my view, the Song's presence in Deuteronomy tells us that the main focus 

of the book is not the idea of cult centralisation per se that is essential but the 

underlying implication of it. Hence, it seems best to regard Deuteronomy's 

centralisation, place formula, and its view of the king, not as defining concerns of the 

book, but as enhancing a broader and more fundamental concern: YHWH's 

supremacy and Israel's loyalty to him (cf. Deut. 33:5). 

In sum, the review raises a significant point, in that the Deuteronomic interest 

in the place of worship need not be associated with ideas like demythologisation and 

secularisation. Rather, 'the laws about the chosen place' can be understood in line 

with Deuteronomy's assertion of YHWH's supremacy in all aspects of Israel's 

national life and with its call for a total eradication of foreign, idolatrous worship. 

Finally, this chapter attempted to relate central Deuteronomic concerns and themes to 

those of the Song. The examination shows that while Deuteronomy and the Song are 

thematically connected, there are also differences between them. These differences 

are significant in that they help to re-appraise what is at the heart of Deuteronomy's 

theology. The dynamic relationship between the Song and Deuteronomy is expressed 

in how they speak together of the kind of nation Israel ought to be in order to serve 

YHWH. Through its criticism of Israel's disloyalty, the Song crystallises for its 

audience the Deuteronomic emphases of YHWH' s superiority and faithfulness, the 

true meaning of the Torah, the need for covenant loyalty, right worship, and YHWH's 

demand for justice and righteousness. However, the Song's distinctive views are not 

restricted to the immediate context of Deuteronomy. They are also significant in 

· contributing to a more informed reading of the larger context in the Pentateuch and 

Joshua-Kings, as the following chapter explores. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE SONG'S RELATION TO GENESIS-KINGS 

1. Introduction 

According to Brueggemann, "Theological interpretation must attend to the 

larger narrative ... and to the ways in which the smaller narrative elements (which 

may have at some point existed independently) have been made to serve the larger 

theological intentionality of the whole." 1 Brueggemann's assertion is certainly 

relevant to the present discussion of the relationship between the Song (although not a 

narrative text) and the larger narrative in Genesis-Kings. In the previous chapters I 

mention that the Song is presented in Deuteronomy as Moses' prophetic criticism of 

Israel, which focuses its audience on the central command of the Torah, Israel's 

ingratitude, and the nation's failure to fulfil her vocation as a witness to other nations. 

In this chapter, I shall reflect on the way in which the Song might function in the 

larger corpus in Genesis-Kings. I am basically asking how reading the Song in the 

context of Genesis-Kings helps us understand what is truly important particularly 

concerning the commandments in the Torah and the worship of YHWH. The 

selection of the texts for discussion here cannot be comprehensive but only serves as 

working examples from which we look for specific connections with the Song. In 

doing so, I seek to argue that the Song can be understood as playing an important role 

within the corpus by affirming the broader stance of the Pentateuch and Joshua-Kings, 

1 Brueggemann, An Introduction to the Old Testament, p.44. Brueggemann's comment is a reaction 
against how Old Testament scholars are so preoccupied with the particularity of small units of the texts 
(through the influence of Hermann Gunkel 's form-critical analysis) that the larger interpretive 
intentionality of the completed form of the texts may have been overlooked. 
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and also providing the readers with a way of thinking which goes beyond the surface 

ofthe commandments. 

2. The Song and the Pentateuch 

2.1 Preliminary 

The Pentateuchal narrative comprises important accounts which move from 

the primeval history of creation to the election of Abraham and establishment of his 

descendents as a free nation about to possess the land YHWH promised. 2 There are 

many significant aspects of these accounts that deserve our examination. However, 

while not wishing to diminish their importance, I limit my reflection to the aspect of 

the Pentateuchal laws. It has been commonly accepted that the Pentateuchal laws 

have undergone some form of careful re-interpretation. These re-interpretations were 

part of the result of wanting to maintain their relevance in the changing phases of 

Israel's national history. According to Bernard Levinson, the Pentateuchallaws were 

systematically re-deployed from the Book of the Covenant to address Israel's new 

situations in Josiah's time. For him, Deuteronomy represents such scribal innovation 

in which phrases and terms from the older laws were deliberately re-framed in favour 

of Josiah's regime. 3 However, as previously pointed out, Levinson's hypothesis is 

problematic when Deuteronomy is understood in the light of Josiah's centralising 

measures, because the limitation Deuteronomy placed on Israel's king does not suit 

this line of interpretation well. 4 Yet despite his qualification, Deuteronomy does 

show that the Torah must always adapt to new contexts and address the challenges 

that arise from them. Deuteronomy's relation to the former law code serves as an 

example of the need for contextualisation of the laws. The Israelites in Deuteronomy, 

who, according to the book's self-presentation, face the prospect of entry into Canaan, 

must now understand how the laws given at Sinai can be applied in this new era of 

their history, in which re-regulating worship and festive celebrations, demarcating the 

land and determining its use, as well as establishing just government to ensure 

righteous and harmonious living amongst the natives, slaves, and sojourners become a 

priority. In a similar vein, a later generation of Israelites who eventually lost their 

2 For a brief but useful explanation of the Pentateuch, see the article by Richard E. Friedman, "Torah 
(Pentateuch)," in David N. Freedman, ABD Vol. 2 (New York: DoubleDay, 1992), pp. 606-622. 
3 Cf. Chapter Three, section 2.3 .2, pp.l42-146 above. 
4 See Chapter Three, pp.l44-146 above. 
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land to tyrannical powers, must also now grapple with the relevance of YHWH's 

promises and the fragility of their future hope (cf. 1 Kgs. 8:46-53). The exiled 

community must now make sense of the divine laws. The younger Israelites who had 

not experienced first hand the pain of exile from their motherland also would have 

had to ask what YHWH' s laws would mean to them amidst foreign cultures and 

diverse religious convictions. Hence, how do we as modern readers of the final form 

of the Pentateuch, who are far remote from the rich historical heritage and 

predicaments of ancient Israel, understand the variety of the Pentateuchallaws as they 

stand? This is the key point in which I believe the Song provides its readers, whether 

Israelites or modern readers, with a way of reading all the commands of the Torah. In 

other words, the Song is a special form of communication that crystallises for the 

readers the essential aspects of the Torah. Some examples to illustrate this must 

suffice. 

2.2 Concerning the Sabbath 

The Sabbath law, according to John Durham, is the most expanded and re­

applied of all the commandments. 5 This was perhaps due to the increasing difficulty 

of applying this commandment in weekly routine. In fact Amos 8:4-8 attests to such 

difficulty, suggesting that the Sabbath law was potentially regarded as a menace by 

unscrupulous merchants who had to grudgingly withhold their exploitation of the 

needy whilst hoping impatiently for the Sabbath to pass quickly.6 But the Sabbath 

law remains important for Israel, and its significance can be gauged by the rather 

extensive explication of it in the Decalogue, as compared to the remaining 

commandments after it (Exod. 20:8-11). It is also referred to as a "Sabbath to 

YHWH" (i1~i1~? nftp, Lev.23:3; cf. 25:2), stressing that it was to be observed in 

honour of him. 7 The importance of the Sabbath law is further underscored when 

Deuteronomy formulates and re-applies it (De ut. 5: 12-15). 8 The most significant part 

of this re-application is the way in which Deuteronomy motivates its hearers to 

5 John I. Durham, Exodus (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1987), p.288. 
6 Also Durham, Exodus, p.288. 
7 John E. Hartley, Leviticus (Dallas: Word, 1992), p.376. The centrality of Sabbath idea is also seen in 
the fact that the Sabbath command "heads the festive calendar" and sets a pattern for the feasts, as well 
as "undergirding the institution of Jubilee." See McConville, Deuteronomy, p.128. 
8 Also Nelson, Deuteronomy, pp.8l-83; Tigay, Deuteronomy, pp.68-69. 
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observe this law. 9 Exodus grounds the observance ofthe Sabbath law on the fact that 

it was a holy day because YHWH rested on it after his six days of creative work, but 

Deuteronomy grounds it on YHWH's redemptive act for Israel in Egypt. The 

difference in motivation may seem peculiar but it is totally understandable when one 

keeps in view of Deuteronomy's overall rhetorical emphasis on the idea of 

"remembrance". In this case, the basis for Deuteronomy's motivation for keeping the 

Sabbath law is that Israel must remember that she was once a slave exploited by the 

Pharaoh, and that it was YHWH who redeemed her from the oppressive rule of Egypt 

to his own righteous rule. The observance of the Sabbath law, hence, is an important 

expression by which Israel celebrates YHWH's supreme, redemptive power over the 

gods of Egypt and testifies to YHWH's justice and righteousness. To this end, 

Deuteronomy's addition of"ox and donkey and any of' into the Sabbath law serves to 

reinforce the emphasis of acting justly and righteously not only towards fellow 

countrymen but even towards domestic animals. Deuteronomy's Sabbath law, in this 

sense, "enshrines a concept of society" in that it is emphatic about including everyone 

in Israel, especially servants, 10 in the Sabbath rest. 11 Yet, while recognising this, the 

readers are still faced with the question of how to understand the differences between 

the Sabbath law in Exodus and that of Deuteronomy. 

To an extent the differences in both accounts are inevitable in view of the 

varied situations each must address. Tigay tries to resolve their differences by 

positing that, whereas Exodus focuses on the idea of YHWH resting as motivation for 

observing the Sabbath, Deuteronomy avoids such a notion due to its less 

anthropomorphic view of YHWH. 12 But, as has been argued in the preceding chapter, 

it is questionable whether we should regard Deuteronomy as less anthropomorphic in 

its depiction of YHWH. 13 A better way to understand their tension is to ask what the 

real intent of this law is. This is where the Song sheds light on how we can resolve 

the tension. Although the Song has no mention of the Sabbath command, or even 

because of this, it nonetheless helps us understand that the real intent of this law has 

9 See Benno Jacob, The Second Book of the Bible: Exodus [trans. Waiter Jacob] (New Jersey: Hoboken, 
1992), pp.584-587. 
10 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.69. Tigay points out that Deut. 5:14 insists that while all must rest from 
labour on the Sabbath, the emphasis rests on the benefits to servants. 
11 McConville, Deuteronomy, p.128. 
12 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.69. 
13 See Chapter Three, esp. pp.125-137, 181-182. 
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to do with the very heart of the Torah: worship and loyalty. Worshipping YHWH and 

showing loyalty to him entail the need to cultivate obedience to him and to know his 

heart and mind. To obey and worship YHWH is to submit to his supreme rule and 

depend on his creative and redemptive providence in daily affairs. It also means 

cultivating a love for his character and precepts as well as a love for what he loves -

life, liberty, graciousness, justice, and righteousness. One of the ways in which Israel 

expresses love for YHWH, his character, and all that his precepts represent would be 

to free her fellow countrymen and domestic animals and not exploiting them with 

unending round of labour. In this light, we can say that the Song shows us that the 

true meaning of the Sabbath law is not limited to one particular motivation for 

keeping it but is about rendering devotion and loyalty to the God of the Sabbath. The 

Song provides a way for us to understand that although the form of the Sabbath law 

may change to adapt to different contexts of its hearers, the spirit behind it remains, in 

principle, relevant and authoritative for the people of YHWH. The Song provides a 

hermeneutic for reading the varied laws of the Pentateuch together. 

2.3 Concerning slaves, the violated virgin, and the needy 

Another example of contextualising the Pentateuchal law is the re-application 

of the remission, or more precisely, the manumission law. According to Exodus 21 :2-

6, if a Hebrew male slave wishes to leave his service, he is only allowed to do so after 

his sixth year of service and under this circumstance the master is not obliged to pay 

him for his departure (v.2). Furthermore, ifthe master gave the slave a wife who later 

bore him children, and if the slave decides to leave, his wife and children must remain 

with the master (v.4). A similar law also appears in Deuteronomy 15:12-18. Both 

Exodus and Deuteronomy agree that the slave must be released after sixth years of 

service (Exod. 21 :2; Deut. 15: 12) but if he decides to remain, his ear must be pierced 

with an awl as an indication of his permanent service to the master (Exod. 21:5-6; 

Deut. 15: 16-17). Despite the similarities in both accounts, there are also very telling 

differences in the way Deuteronomy develops this law compared to the Exodus 

account. In Exodus the impoverished person who enters the creditor's service is 

labelled 'a slave' (1~p,, Exod. 21:2) whereas in Deuteronomy, while his service is 

described by the same verb (1~~. Deut. 15:12), he is called "a brother" (n~, Deut. 

15: 12), a familial term applied to both male and female in this case. In Exodus it is 
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the master who "buys" the slave (it~p8, Exod. 21 :2) whereas in Deuteronomy the 

brother "sells himself or herself' to the master (1~~\ Deut. 15:12). 14 Hence at the 

very outset, we see some striking differences in that Exodus refers to the master in a 

third person address whilst Deuteronomy addresses him in second person, "you" (17, 

v.12). Furthermore we see that whereas Exodus speaks only of the male slave, 

Deuteronomy includes both male and female, and also avoids the term "slave" in 

order to highlight the equality and brotherhood of all Israelites in the covenantal 
• 15 commumty. 

Tigay downplays the differences between these two accounts by arguing that 

Deuteronomy's granting equal treatment to the female need not be viewed as 

superseding Exodus because Exodus is also concerned about female slaves. 16 For 

example, he thinks that Exodus 21:7-11 relates to female slaves who were minors, 

sold conditionally for marriage, and therefore would not be eligible for release after 

six years. 17 Deuteronomy 15: 12 on the other hand could be speaking of females who 

became indentured due to insolvency without the intention of marriage. So, Tigay 

does not agree that the manumission law in Exodus 21 :2-6 only had the males in view 

because the same law could also have been applied to indentured women, as in 

Deuteronomy. 18 Tigay's argument, however, remains conjectural at best because it is 

not clear that the text in Exodus 21:2-6 has indentured females in view. 19 It is more 

likely that it has only the males in mind, and that Deuteronomy in fact develops it 

further to include the females. 20 

However the differences between Exodus and Deuteronomy in this case do not 

stop here. In Exodus the law does not require the master to make provision for the 

slave when the latter leaves after six years of service (Exod. 21 :2). By the same token, 

if the master gives a wife to him and they have children, if he then leaves his master, 

14 The idea in Deuteronomy may be taken as emphasising on the person's initiative to sell himself. See 
McConville, Deuteronomy, p.262. 
15 See McConville, Deuteronomy, p.262; Nelson, Deuteronomy, pp.197-198. 
16 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.148. 
17 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.149. 
18 Tigay, Deuteronomy, p.149. 
19 Neither is it clear that Exod. 21:7-11 refers to the female slave who was a minor, as Tigay has 
construed. 
20 See also Durham, Exodus, p.321. 
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he cannot bring his own family with him because they remain as the master's property 

(Exod. 21 :4). But Deuteronomy goes beyond Exodus and expects the master to 

provide generously for the slave when releasing him (vv.13-14). It thus reminds the 

master of his origin in slavery and points him back to YHWH's redemptive acts (Deut. 

15:15). This is in order that this wealthier 'brother' might be motivated to show 

kindness to his 'slave-brother' the way YHWH has shown kindness to him. In 

Exodus if the slave decides to remain in the service of the master because of his love 

for him as well as for his own wife and children, the master is to pierce the slave's ear 

with an awl at the doorway "before God" (c~ry·S~J:l-S~, Exod. 21 :6), which could 

possibly mean holding the ear-piercing ceremony at a local shrine. 21 But 

Deuteronomy does not speak about the question of the slave's wife and children nor 

his affection towards them or whether he could bring them with him when he leaves.22 

Furthermore, if he chooses to continue his service, Deuteronomy simply attributes 

that decision to the slave's love for his master and his household. Again, no mention 

of the slave's own family is made, as compared to Exodus. Still further, to indicate 

the slave's permanent service, Deuteronomy speaks of the master piercing the slave's 

ear with an awl simply at "the door" which appears to take the ceremony out of the 

cultic sphere (Deut. 15: 17). 

The law which concerns the violated virgin is another case in point (Exod. 

22:15-16 [ET 16-17]; Deut. 22:28-29). In Exodus 22:15-16, a man is charged with 

seducing an unbetrothed virgin and thus compromising her father's opportunity to 

arrange for a marriage for her. The offender is then required to pay a marriage price 

to compensate for the father's financial loss, 23 and to marry the young woman he 

violated. But if the young woman's father refuses to endorse the marriage, the 

offender has to pay the father a penalty price equal to the marriage price. However, in 

Deuteronomy the offender is not said to have "seduced" (i1ntl, Exod. 22:15 [ET v.16]) 
T T 

but "seized" (ID;lC\, Deut. 22:28) the unbetrothed virgin, which expresses the idea of 

21 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.l99. 
22 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.l98; McConville, Deuteronomy, p.263. McConville points out that in the 
light of its general concern for women, it may be inferred that Deuteronomy does not intend to make 
the same restriction as Exodus does. 
23 Durham, Exodus, p.327. Durham says that the primary focus here is financial. 
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rape.24 He is liable to pay fifty pieces of silver as compensation to her father and is 

required to marry the violated woman with no right to divorce her (Deut. 22:29). 

These striking differences from Exodus tend to suggest that Deuteronomy is more 

concerned with the woman's security, as Nelson argues. 25 Moreover, there is no 

mention. of the father's right to block the marriage.26 

Similarly, the Exodus law which regulates money-borrowing is also developed 

differently in Deuteronomy. When advancing a financial loan to the needy, the 

creditor is prohibited from withholding the man's collateral deposit such as a cloak 

but must return it to him when the night falls (Exod. 22:25-26 [ET vv.26-27]). This 

law insists that the basic needs of the impoverished person such as having a covering 

for the night must be met despite his economic plight. In Deuteronomy the humane 

aspect of this law is extended by prohibiting the creditors from entering the home of 

the borrowers for the deposit in order that no undue pressure may be exerted on them 

(Deut. 24:1 0-13). Deuteronomy also provides a different theological motivation from 

Exodus in that if the creditor does what is instructed it would be his "righteousness 

before YHWH" (i1~i1~ ~~.~~ i1i?l~· Deut. 24:10-13), as opposed to Exodus' seeming 

threat if the creditor disobeys, "if he cries to me, I will hear, for I am gracious" 

c~~~. P~IT~f ~r~~w: ~'?~ i'E¥:-~f i1~i)1, Exod. 22:26 [ET v.27]). 

In view of the above Pentateuchal laws, therefore, it is clear that there are 

significant differences in how they are regulated and motivated in Exodus and 

Deuteronomy. What perspective, then, does the Song provide to help us understand 

them in spite of their differences? It is important to recognise that Exodus and 

Deuteronomy communicate the laws in their own distinctive ways with appropriate 

emphases befitting the situation which they address. Hence, to try to harmonise them 

24 See also Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.273. Nelson notes that the matter of rape and seduction is less 

clear here as opposed to the Exodus account. He argues that the fact that they "are found" (l'(¥~· v.28) 
may indicate "some responsibility on her part." But ironically, he later suggests the possibility of rape 
here in view of the weaker verb "seize" (P!~) in Deut. 22:25. 
25 Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.273. 
26 Tigay points out that according to halakhah, the father retains the right to disapprove his daughter's 
marriage to the rapist. See Tigay, Deuteronomy, pp.208-209. See also McConville, Deuteronomy, 
p.342. However, Nelson points out that there is still a possibility that the young woman is still required 
to marry the rapist. The woman's feelings about marrying her rapist in this case, he argues, are 
irrelevant to the purpose ofthis law. See Nelson, Deuteronomy, p.273. 
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by downplaying their differences would not do justice to their specific intentions. Yet 

it might be said that despite their diversity in emphases, they are nonetheless given an 

overarching focus. This is where the Song helps us. The Song is detached from the 

particularities of these laws and brings the readers back to focus on loyalty to YHWH 

and wholehearted worship, which forms the primary basis for righteous dealing with 

other members of the covenantal family. Moreover, the Song further elucidates the 

divine self-introduction, "I am YHWH" (i1)i1~ ,?j~, Exod. 20:2; Deut. 5:2; cf. Lev. 

19: 18), which underpins the giving of the Decalogue, by telling its readers the nature 

of this God, "A God of faithfulness and there is no iniquity, just and upright is he" 

(~ii1, ,~:l P,:l~ t,w r~l i1~i~~ t,~, Deut. 32:4b). Hence the Song intensifies the 

idea of YHWH's authority as Israel's God as well as his faithful character in order to 

obligate the readers of the need to protect the interests of the weak and helpless, and 

to promote solidarity amongst the covenantal people of YHWH. It also helps the 

readers to see that solidarity of brotherhood is found only in a society that understands 

itself as owing its existence to YHWH (cf. Deut. 32:6, 8-10, 12).27 This further 

obligates the readers to recognise the need to do good to all members of that society 

since they stand in covenant relationship with YHWH. 

In this light, the Song reinforces the great Levitical command to "love your 

neighbour as yourself' ('9ir.?f '9~!7 l}~iJ~, Lev. 19: 18). It invites the readers to look 

beneath the surface and highlights to them the need for discernment in terms of how 

the call to 'love one's neighbour' can be applied in specific situations. However, the 

Song may also be spoken of as having a prosecuting function when Israelites 

disregard the exercise of love and deal corruptly with one another. Its admonishing 

expression, "Do you thus repay YHWH?" (n~r-it,1?~8 i1~i1~~-Q, Deut. 32:6) may be 

seen as a strong reprimand against the people's wickedness. Therefore, what we can 

see here is that, first, not only does the Song urge the readers to remember the 

essential command to love YHWH and the need to show gratitude to him, it also goes 

further to magnify an important implication of such an attitude of devotion: to love his 

people by doing what is just and right to them. Second, the Song also has the effect of 

27 See Mary E. Mills, Joshua to Kings: History, Story, Theology (London: T&T Cark, 2006), p.l21. 
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affirming the various forms of the laws, as well as showing the need for Israel to be 

ready to adapt them further when necessary. 

2. 4 Concerning Worship 

We have seen that a number of scholars have argued against the view that 

Deuteronomy represents a document for legislating for Josiah's reign and Jerusalem 

as the place of worship. 28 I have argued that the Song when read as part of 

Deuteronomy supports the alternative reading of Deuteronomy suggested by these 

scholars. There is a more fundamental point which Deuteronomy is trying to drive 

home to the audience, that is, YHWH and his supreme rule, and how Israel must cling 
\ 

onto YHWH at different stages of the journey: not only in the wilderness and at the 

final place where she keeps the Deuteronomic law-code, 29 but also in foreign lands 

during her exile (cf. Deut. 30:1-10). The Song affirms this primary concern and 

emphasises that the only appropriate response to such a God in every circumstance is· 

ultimately an undivided loyalty through wholehearted worship. It is not the 'place' of 

worship that counts but the 'heart' of worship that is of true significance. 

Other Pentateuchal texts support this. For example, Noah built an altar to 

offer burnt offerings after the flood as an act of thanksgiving for YHWH's covenantal, 

saving acts (Gen. 8:18-21; cf. 6:18-20). It is striking that the place at which Noah 

offered the sacrifice was not even mentioned by the narrator. While this is so, there 

are times when the narrative does mention the place of worship. For instance, 

Abraham is said to have built three altars to YHWH at three different locations. The 

first location was in Shechem, possibly at a Canaanite sanctuary where the Oak of 

Moreh stood (Gen. 12:6-7).30 Abraham did this after YHWH appeared and affirmed 

his promise of posterity to him. In a sense Shechem signified a place of beginning, as 

in this case, for Abraham, who began his new religious faith with YHWH. Later, 

Jacob also erected an altar at Shechem (O:;l\~, Gen. 33:18-20) but subsequently 

abandoned the place, buried his family's idols under the Oak of Moreh, and headed 

for Bethel (Gen. 35:1-4). De Vaux argued that Jacob's abandoning of Shechem for 

28 See Chapter Three, section 2.3, pp.137-146. 
29 Cf. Mills, Joshua to Kings: History, Story, Theology, p.l 04. See also McConville and Millar, Time 
and Place, p.31. 
30 De Vaux, Ancient Israel, p.287. 
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Bethel signified a "pilgrimage from one sanctuary to the other" and that it was "an 

abandoning of pagan practices, parallel to the rejection of foreign gods ... because 

they [Jacob and his followers] had chosen to serve Yahweh."31 The second location 

where Abraham set up an altar was at a mountain between Bethel and Ai (Gen. 12:8). 

Bethel became an important worship place consequently but its significance was 

understood to be closely associated with Jacob. 32 We shall discuss this further 

shortly.33 The third location for Abraham's altar was at Mamre (Gen. 13:18), from 

which he later received the three mysterious visitors (cf. Gen.18: 1-8). Because of this 

mysterious visitation, Mamre became a place of worship which, according to de Vaux, 

was "venerated until the Byzantine epoch. "34 

Now it is noteworthy that in the above occurrences, we are told that Abraham 

built the altars after YHWH spoke to him concerning his future and posterity (Gen. 

12:1-3, 7; 13:14-16). Whether it is the case that because Abraham built the altars at 

these places it means he founded them as cult centres remains a subject of debate. 

Cassuto pointed out that Abraham's so-called 'altars' were actually not altars in the 

etymological sense of the term because there were no actual offerings of sacrifice on 

them. Rather, he argued that these altars should be referred to as memorial 

monuments to commemorate YHWH's appearing to Abraham. 35 Nahum Sarna, 

however, does not think that these altars were meant to be mere memorial monuments. 

As far as the site of Shechem is concerned, Sarna thinks that it was a "sacred site," 

although he has to concede the fact that there was no mention of sacrifice being 

31 De Vaux, Ancient Israel, p.290. 
32 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p.224. According to Wenham, Bethel in Genesis is "glorified as a most 
holy sanctuary owing its foundation to Jacob himself." 
33 See p.195 below. 
34 De Vaux, Ancient Israel, pp.278-279, 292-293. He points out, "The Book of Jubilees (XIV, II) 
explicitly locates the nocturnal scene of Gn 15 in Mambre, and other apocryphal books interpret it as a 
revelation of mysteries: Abraham, it is said, there saw the future Jerusalem and learnt the secrets of the 
end of time. In the first centuries A. D., Mambre was a pilgrimage centre, and the tree of Abraham was 
greatly venerated: every year a big fair was held where, a.ccording to Sozomenus (Hist. Eccl., II, iv), 
Jews, Christians and pagans transacted business and performed their devotions, each in his own way. 
This was the final chapter in a long history: the Roman and Byzantine ruins of Mambre are still to be 
found at Ramath ei-Khalil, 2 miles north of Hebron, and beneath these later sanctuaries traces of 
Israelite occupation have been found." 
35 Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis [trans. Israel Abrahams] (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1974), pp.328-329. See also Westermann, Genesis 12-36, p.155. He argues, "The 
building of the altar is not a general reference to a divine revelation, but to the oracle given to Abraham, 
the promise. Because the promise refers to the possession of the land, the building of the altar is 
Abraham's response." Although Westermann is commenting on Gen. 12:7, the idea that Abraham's 
altars did not signify the founding of a sanctuary also applies in Gen. 12:8 and 13:8. See Westermann, 
Genesis 12-36, pp.156, 181. 
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offered on the altar there.36 But Wenham does not see a difference in this respect. He 

argues that the silence about sacrifice does not mean it was not carried out because he 

reckons that "building an altar and offering sacrifice were expressions of faith integral 

to the worship of God," as in the case of Noah. 37 However, the varied opinions about 

the precise nature of these sites should not render the focus of these accounts obscure, 

which I believe, is essentially about Abraham's act of obedience and thanksgiving to 

YHWH, rather than the locations at which he set up the altars. Interestingly, Waiter 

Moberly points out that Abraham's setting up of the altars to YHWH in the north 

(Shechem), centre (Bethel and Ai), and south (Mamre, Hebron) suggests that "the 

entire land is being symbolically claimed and dedicated to YHWH."38 If Moberly 

was right, then again we see that the focus here is primarily about Abraham's 

devotion to YHWH and his belief in YHWH's sovereign power.39 Such a faith would 

hence entail Abraham's loyalty to this God. 

Similarly, Isaac was also said to have built an altar and called on YHWH's 

name at Beersheba (Gen. 26:23-25). The origin of Beersheba as a worship site may 

be traced back to Abraham who is said to have planted a tamarisk C'?W~) and called on 

YHWH's name there (Gen. 21 :33). Subsequently, Beersheba may have been 

regarded as a prominent worship site perhaps due to the divine manifestation that 

Isaac experienced there.40 However, the context seems to suggest that, Isaac's act of 

worship, as in the case of Abraham, was a response to YHWH's promise of posterity 

(v.24). 41 The focus, in other words, was how he expressed his allegiance to YHWH. 

We may again infer from here that this narrative concerns Isaac's attitude towards 

YHWH, rather than the location of his worship. 

36 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation Commentary 
(Philadelphia: JPS, 1989), pp.92-93, 10 I. 
37 Wenham, Genesis I-I 5 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1987), p.280. 
38 R.W.L. Moberly, The Old Testament of the Old Testament: Patriarchal Narratives and Mosaic 
Yahwism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), p.145. Richter's argument that the Deuteronomic idiom "to 
put his name there" (Deut. 12:5) carries the idea of YHWH's sovereignty and ownership supports such 
a view. See Chapter Three, section 2.2.3, pp.134-137 above. 
39 Richter's argument that the Deuteronomic idiom "to put his name there" (Deut.12:5) carries the idea 
of YHWH's sovereignty and ownership supports such a view. See Chapter 3, section 2.2.3, pp.134-
137 above. 
40 Westermann, Genesis 12-36 [trans. John J Scullion] (Minneapolis: Augsbug House, 1985), p.428 
41 So Westermann, Genesis I 2-36, p.428. He comments, "Like Abraham, Isaac's response to the 
promise is to build an altar and call on the name ofYahweh (cf. Gen. 12:8)." Also Wenham, Genesis 
I 6-50, p. 192. But see Sarna, Genesis, p.186. He says "He [Isaac] builds an altar, thereby establishing 
Beer-sheba as a cult site with which his name becomes closely associated" (Italics mine). 
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As mentioned, the significance of Bethel may have been attributed to Jacob.42 

In the so-called "sanctuary narrative" in Genesis 28 (also in Gen. 35:1-15),43 it is 

recorded that Jacob spent a night "in a place" (oipT?~· v.11) and dreamt of a stairway 

(O'{t;?, v.12) between heaven and earth, with angels ascending and descending on it 

(v.l2). And YHWH appeared to him and affirmed his promise ofposterity (vv.13-15). 

Jacob woke up in a fright and claimed that he must be in the "house of God" (n~~ 

o~_r;'?~, Gen. 28:17). And wanting to show his piety to YHWH, he set up a stone as a 

sacred pillar (i1,?~~, Gen. 28: 18), poured oil on it, and named that place where the 

pillar stood as "Bethel" ('?~rn~~, Gen. 28:19). He then made a vow saying that "this 

stone will be a house of God" (o~_r;'?~ n~~, Gen. 28:22). Wenham points out that 

Jacob's oil-pouring resembles a gesture which was associated with the idea of 

"consecrating cultic items" (Exod. 40:9-13; Lev. 8:10-12; Num. 7:1).44 Together with 

the vow he made, it has been said that this particular stone pillar seemed to be a "cult 

object endued with divine power and representing God himself."45 If this was true, it 

would have well illustrated the reason why Bethel was later regarded as one of the 

most prominent places of worship (cf. Judg. 20:18, 26-28; 21 :2).46 The prominence 

of Bethel was further epitomised by Jeroboam's sanctioning of calf worship at Bethel 

and Dan, and the people's consequent acceptance of it (1 Kgs 12:28-30). But again, 

the emphasis of this sanctuary narrative, I believe, rests on Jacob's response to 

YHWH after he received the divine revelation of posterity (Gen. 28:12-17). It was 

the first time Jacob encountered YHWH, and through it he expressed "heartfelt 

worship."47 For this reason, his vow to YHWH is central to the plot development of 

this narrative (vv.20-22). His act of worship suggests that what truly matters is not 

the sacred stone, whatever its precise significance, nor the place where this stone 

stands but the resolution to pledge loyalty to the God of Israel. As mentioned, Jacob 

built an altar at Shechem as well (Gen. 33:18-20).48 The context also suggests to us 

that his purchasing of the land and setting up of the altar at Shechem were expressions 

42 Cf. p.l94 above. 
43 Westermann, Genesis 12-36, p.452. According to him, this narrative aims to speak about the origin 
of a sanctuary and "the discovery of this holy place as an experience ofthe discoverer." 
44 Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16-50 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1994), pp.223-224. 
45 Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p.224. 
46 De Vaux, Ancient Israel, p.29l. 
47 Also Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p.226. 
48 Cf. pp.l93-194 above. 
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of his thanksgiving to YHWH for protecting him against Esau and enabling him to 

come safely to Shechem (v.18; Gen. 33:1-17). Another example is found in Exodus 

24, in which Moses was said to have built an altar at the foot of Mount Sinai, after he 

recorded all that YHWH spoke to him on top of the mountain (vv.1-8). Again, the 

context suggests that the focus was not the place at which the altar was erected, 

Mount Sinai in this case, but the covenant-making (vv.3, 7-8) through which the 

people of Israel pledged their loyalty to worship and obey YHWH. 

Still, a further example is found in Exodus 20:22-26. This pericope forms a 

part of the Covenant Code (CC) of Exodus 20:22-23:33. Many scholars have debated 

the relation of CC to the Deuteronomic Code (DC). John Van Seters notes that since 

the time of Wellhausen, CC has been regarded as "the oldest legal tradition in the 

Pentateuch"49 and that the priority of CC over DC was one of the basic components of 

Wellhausen's Documentary Hypothesis. 50 But, while believing that CC was the 

bedrock for the formulation of DC, W ellhausen nonetheless saw a conflict between 

the altar-law in Exodus 20 and that of Deuteronomy 12: the former allows a plurality 

of worship sites while the latter restricts worship to only one site. 51 Many have tried 

to offer harmonising explanations for this, but according to Cornelis Houtman, none 

of their arguments is satisfactory. 52 Eventually, the alleged discrepancy between the 

altar-laws led to the identification of Deuteronomy as having a distinctive 

1. . d 53 centra 1satmg agen a. In keeping with our discussion here what immediately 

49 See John van Seters, "Cultic Laws in the Covenant Code and their Relationship to Deuteronomy and 
the Holiness Code," in Marc Vervenne (ed.) Studies in the Book of Exodus (Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 
1996), pp.319-345. 
50 See n.51 below. See also Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.319; Comelis Houtman, Exodus Vol. 3: Chapters 
20-40 [trans. Sierd Woudstra] (Leuven: Bondgenotenlaan Peeters, 2000), p.l 01. 
51 See Wellhausen, Prolegomena, pp.32-34. He argued, "The Jehovistic Book of the Covenant lies 
indeed at the foundation of Deuteronomy, but in one point they differ materially [i.e. the place of 
worship, as opposed to multiple places of worship]." He further stated, "The Law [Deuteronomy] is 
never weary of again and again repeating its injunction of local unity of worship. In doing so, it is in 
conscious opposition to 'the things that we do here this day,' and throughout has a polemical and 
reforming attitude towards existing usage ... As the Book of the Covenant, and the whole Jehovistic 
writing in general, reflects the first pre-prophetic period in the history of the cultus, so Deuteronomy is 
the legal expression of the second period of struggle and transition. The historical order is all the more 
certain because the literary dependence of Deuteronomy on the Jehovistic laws and narratives can be 
demonstrated independently, and is an admitted fact (pp.32-33)." See also Houtman, Exodus, p.lOl. 
52 See a brief description of the scholarly arguments in Houtman, Exodus, p.l 01. 
53 Wellhausen, Prolegomena, p.33. Wellhausen believed that it was Deuteronomy that started Josiah 

, on destroying local sanctuaries. He argued, "This [Deuteronomy] alone, at least, of all the books of the 
Pentateuch, gives so imperious an expression to the restriction of the sacrificial worship to the one 
chosen place, here only does the demand make itself so felt in its aggressive novelty and dominate the 
whole tendency of the law-maker." 
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interests us is Exodus 20:24 in which it says offerings must be sacrificed at "an altar 

of earth" built for YHWH (~~-i1ip~O i1~1K n~\~) "in every place" where he 

commemorates his name (~~~-n~ i~?\K i~K t:lipt?iT'?~~). And in doing so, 

YHWH says he will come and bless his people (1~8~J~1 1~7~ Ki:::l~). Houtman 

notes that the MT and LXX render this verse differently. The pointing in the MT, 

Houtman says, shows that "in every place" (t:lipt?;:t-'?~~) is taken as the beginning of 

a new sentence, whereas in LXX this phrase is connected with verse 24a to indicate 

where offerings are to be brought. 54 Houtman prefers the MT's reading, and argues 

that "I will come to you" (1~~~ Ki~~) should be connected with "where" (i~.~) 

rather than with "in every place," because he believes such a connection will clarify "I 

will commemorate my name" (~~~-nK i~~\~). 55 And he adduces the demand for the 

earthen altars in support of this interpretation. 56 The reason why Houtman segregates 

"I will come to you" from "in every place" is because he believes that Exodus 20 was 

formulated not only in view of the centralisation law of Deuteronomy 12,57 but also 

for the Diaspora Jews. 58 

However, Houtman's interpretation remains unconvincing, and does not take 

adequate account of the context of this verse. What remains conspicuous in Exodus 

20:24, in my view, is the fact that YHWH is calling attention to himself. Expressions 

such as "make for me" e~-i1ip~Q), "I will commemorate my name" e~~-n~ i~_?.\~), 

54 Houtman, Exodus, p.l 07. 
55 Houtman, Exodus, p.107. 
56 Houtman, Exodus, p.103. Houtman thinks that the demand for earthen altars expresses the idea that 
natural things (earth and stone) are holy whereas chiselling ofthese natural things such as stone affects 
the holiness. Thus, he agrees with Theodoret, who believes that an altar of stone could be easily 
demolished to prevent others from using it to worship their false gods. But Houtman also adds, "One 
could ask whether at Exod. 20 the writer did not already have Deut. 12 (worship at one fixed place) in 
mind and consciously placed Israel's worship in the desert period in the tradition of the patriarchs so as 
to underscore its temporary and transient nature. After use, the nature altar reverts to nature and can 
never be a competitor ofYHWH's definite abode." 
57 Houtman adopted C. Levin's view, who regards CC as laws for the non-Palestinians, and that Exod. 
20:24b is added to support Deut. 12. See C. Levin, Die VerheijJung des neuen Bundes (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1985), p.96, n.94 [quoted in Houtman, Exodus, p.!Ol]. 
58 Houtman, Exodus, p.l 01. See also Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.329. Van Seters claims, "The issue 
in the exilic period is no longer one of centralization of worship but of religious survival, and a quite 
different understanding this law [Exodus altar-law] is possible. It allows for the simple construction of 
an altar in Jerusalem after the temple's destruction and the continuation of the cult there. It does not 
restrict worship to that place but allows for the possibility of invoking the deity and the receiving of 

. divine blessing everywhere, especially in the diaspora." 
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"I will come to you" c~r?.~ ~i:;n~~), and "I will bless you" ('9~1;1=?l~) within this verse 

alone must at least alert us to the fact that the emphasis may not necessarily be on the 

place of worship itself but YHWH's freedom of choice in choosing "every place" he 

wishes. 59 Furthermore, taking the verse as it is, it is also difficult to argue against the 

idea that YHWH could have had multiple places of worship in mind.60 Van Seters, in 

his attempt to move away from the debate of multiple worship sites, argues that the 

problem lies with the expression 1~_?.\~ verse 24. Citing the use of 1~:P\O ("you will 

invoke") in Exodus 23: 13, he claims that 1~_?.\~ should also be read as second person 

singular, since, he argues, "it makes no sense for the deity to say, 'I will invoke my 

name' ."61 Hence, verse 24 is read as: "In every place where you invoke my name, I 

will come to you and bless you."62 In this way, verse 24b cannot be arguing for the 

plurality of altars since the activity of invoking YHWH' s name need not be associated 

with the existence of an altar. 63 For V an Seters, therefore, this verse presents an 

"alternative to the sacrificial cult" and YHWH's blessing is not limited to "the 

reception of sacrifices at the one altar." 64 In other words, as far as Van Seters' 

argument goes, the verse's attention is directed to YHWH, not the worship site. 

It is noteworthy that, whilst Van Seters' reading of 1~_?.\~ as second person 

singular is not without its problem, his view actually strengthens our argument here. 

It is significant to note that verse 24 was given as an implication of the First 

Commandment in verse 23, "You shall not make [other gods] besides me; gods of 

silver or gods of gold" (:J;:t! ~;:i',~}. ~9~ ~i,i~~ ~1:1~ p~~IJ K',). One may infer from 

this that the demand for earthen altars could be a polemic against the "gold and silver" 

altars of the foreign gods. However, Van Seters argues that we can no longer assume 

59 See also Durham, Exodus, p.319. Responding to Wellhausen's view that the specifications of the 
earthen altar here indicates the antiquity of these instructions, Durham goes to the main focus of this 
verse, saying, "What is more important, even if these instructions are quite old, is the statement that 
Yahweh himself wiJI choose the place where such altars are to be built and that he will come in person 
to his people assembled at these places and there blesses them." 
60 E.g. Brevard S. Childs, Exodus (London: SCM Press, 1974), p.466. Arguing against Benno Jacob's 
view on the supremacy of Jerusalem, Childs argues, "In spite of the efforts of conservative 
commentators (Jacob) to bring the command into line with later Jerusalem theology, the command 
presupposes a multiplicity of legitimate places of worship and is not a reference to Jerusalem alone." 
61 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.325. 
62 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
63 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
64 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
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that the Israelite altar-laws had an anti-Canaanite thrust because of the arguments 

postulated by N.P. Lemche. According to Van Seters, Lemche questions whether 

there was really a real distinct Canaanite culture in the pre-monarchy period. In fact 

Lemche argues that such a distinction was an "ideological construct of later biblical 

writers."65 But Richard Hess expresses doubt about this. 66 He traces some significant 

historical sources which he thinks "had an impact on the interpretation and 

reconstruction of the period represented in the Bible."67 In one of his concluding 

statements, he states: 

Evidence for cult centers at Mount Ebal and at Shiloh, as well as details such 
as the diet of the hill country inhabitants, do correlate in a variety of points 
with the picture of early Israel's worship as suggested both by Biblical law 
codes and by the narratives of Joshua, Judges, and the books of Samuel.68 

He further cautions: 

Whether one understands the extrabiblical sources as little more than a 
commentary on the biblical text, whether one holds to notions of historical 
traditions embedded in later texts, or whether one discounts any historical 
value to the biblical account may have more to do with how and why one 
reads the Bible and with that community of readers where one has found or 
seeks to find acceptance. This observation is not intended to reduce the 
discussion of Israelite origins to a psychological or sociological determinism. 
Instead, it seeks to recognize how little we actually know about the world of 
ancient Israel (despite all the recent discoveries) and to urge caution 
concerning all the attempts to "prove" or to "disprove" the biblical accounts 
on the basis of extrabiblical evidence and of sociological models.69 

But notwithstanding this, Van Seters also argues why Israelite earthen altars 

cannot be seen as an expression of antagonism to Canaanite altars by citing the 

65 N.P. Lemche, The Canaanites and Their Land (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991), quoted 
in Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
66 Richard S. Hess, "Early Israel in Canaan: A Survey of Recent Evidence and Interpretations," p.494, 
n.l, in V. Philips Long (ed.) Israel's Past in Present Research: Essays on Ancient Israelite 
Historiography (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1999), pp.492-518. Originally published in PEQ 125 
(1993): pp. 125-42. Hess points out, "Lemche has recently challenged the application of the terms 
"Canaan" and "Canaanite" to their traditional regions and peoples in the second millennium B.C. 
However one regards his interpretation of the biblical evidence, his conclusions require a particular 
interpretation of the references to Canaan in Egyptian sources and especially in the Amarna 
correspondence." 
67 Hess, "Early Israel in Canaan," p.493. 
68 Hess, "Early Israel in Canaan," p.511. See more ofhis concluding statements in pp.510-512. 
69 Hess, "Early Israel in Canaan," p.512. See also Hess' critical review of Robert B. Coote, Early 
Israel: A New Horizon (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), in WT J 54.1 (1992): pp.l75-178. 
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example of Solomon's temple building as evidence for it. 70 The line of reasoning is 

simple: if earthen altars were meant to oppose those of the Canaanites, then 

presumably earthen altars should be found in Solomon's temple. But in fact they 

were not. Yet Van Seters has to concede immediately that this kind of altar was 

indeed known from the second temple (cf. Ezr. 3:2-6). 71 Seeing this, he has to defend, 

"If the altar law is so important to the dating of the whole corpus of laws, then the 

question of why this instruction [i.e. earthen altars be made] is given must be 

answered." 72 But, the example of Solomon's temple and Solomon's subsequent 

idolatry, as well as the nation's syncretistic worship, precisely bring us back to the 

significance of loyalty and faithfulness (cf. 1 Kgs 11:1-8; 14:22-24; 16:29-33). The 

pain of exile as a result of Israel's apostasy must have shaken up the returning 

Israelites to the urgency and importance of obeying the First Commandment. Hence, 

their building of "the altar of the God of Israel" ("~l~~ ~fi"~ n~w-n~ 1~~~2, Ezr. 

3:2) in the second temple, presumably as in those mentioned in Exodus (Exod. 20:24-

25), was a striking expression of their resolution to worship YHWH only. Therefore, 

it is likely that the perspective of Exodus regarding the setting up of altars for YHWH 

reflects the fundamental concern for upholding the First Command, loyalty to YHWH, 

and that the outcome of building the earthen altar at every place YHWH chooses is a 

declaration of that loyalty to the God of Israel, as opposed to the gods of Canaan. 73 

Hence, Pitkanen argues that the idea of the earthen altar is in keeping with "the 

ani conic character oflsrael' s faith," as well as with the fact that Israel is prohibited to 

adopt how the Canaanites might have fashioned their altars with finished stone. 74 

Furthermore, and interestingly, the use of earthen altars also has a unique purpose of 

emphasising YHWH's relationship with his people, as Pitkanen points out, "It is an 

70 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
71 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
72 Van Seters, "Cultic Laws," p.326. 
73 See also Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1991), pp.243-244. 
Commenting on 20:24-26, Fretheim argues, "The transition from idols to altars (vv.24-26) shows that 
the concern for the proper worship of Yahweh is understood to be a natural extension of the issue of 
idolatry. Loyalty to God will find its most explicit expression in the nature of Israel's worship (cf. 
Chap. 32)." 
74 Pitkanen, 'Central Sanctuary,' p.50. But see Fretheim, Exodus, pp.243-244: "The reasons for the 
specific instructions regarding the altar, however, are not always clear ... it may suggest a concern for 
focus on the God who is worshiped rather than the setting ... Nevertheless, there are limits on the 
number of altars. Altars are to be built only upon the divine initiative, at those places where God has 
appeared and given the divine name (see Gen. 26:24-25), and they belong to God ("for me"). They are 
thus not places that Israel can do with as it pleases; practices associated with them are to be 'meet, right 
and salutary' according to the will of God. Israel's worship of Yahweh must thus not be careless of 
times and places; they will have a profound impact on issues of continued loyalty to God." 
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earthly meeting place between Yahweh and the worshipper who is on earth. This 

would then fit with the command that since Y ahweh has spoken from heaven [Exod. 

20:22], people are to make an altar of earth [Exod. 20:24]."75 

Therefore, the above examples suggest to us that Yahwistic worship need not 

be absolutely limited to a single place. Despite this, we can still consider this subject 

from a different angle. For example, we may say that the multiplicity of worship sites 

was due to the reason that there was no requirement to centralise worship at a single 

site in those days, because Israel's patriarchs had not actually possessed the land to 

begin with. The narratives may simply recognise this. Alternatively, we may 

acknowledge that the narratives suggest that the patriarchs did regard these worship 

sites as significant locations. Others did also, as we know from Jeroboam's adoption 

of Bethel (1 Kgs 12). And in the history of Israel, it was Jerusalem that eventually 

won out in a conflict amongst them. Yet despite this, it remains reasonable to reckon 

that in the Pentateuchal story no worship place has absolute importance ultimately. 

As I have shown in Chapter Three, the Song supports the view that even 

Deuteronomy itself, in its final form, is not really advocating the centralisation of 

Y ahwistic worship at a single place, as opposed to the dominant interpretation of 

Deuteronomy. What do we then make of this now by reading the whole Pentateuch in 

the light of the Song as it stands? Clearly, the Song has not found it necessary to 

affirm a programme of centralisation over against other views about the place of 

worship found in the Pentateuch. The Song may be taken to support the view that 

true worship of YHWH is not confined to one place in the land. In fact it is not even 

confined to the land! It shows us that this is a broadly Pentateuchal perspective which 

has not been lost by the end of Deuteronomy and hence, it enables the readers to see 

that true Y ahwistic worship may be undertaken at different places from time to time. 

This notion of Yahwistic worship becomes a very significant concept for Israel in her 

history outside the land. 

75 Pitkanen, 'Central Sanctuary,' p.50. 
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3. The Song and Joshua-Kings 

3.1 Preliminary 

In 1943 Martin Noth's groundbreaking work Uberlieferungsgeschichtliche 

Studien established the theory that the large corpus from Deuteronomy through 2 

Kings, which he designated as "the Deuteronomistic History," represents an editorial 

unit of Israel's history from Moses to the last Davidic king Jehoiachin in the 

Babylonian Exile.76 Arguing against the older notion that Joshua-Kings originated as 

independent units that were subjected to multiple redactions,77 Noth argued that the 

historical account is a self-contained whole, 78 compiled and rewritten by a single 

exilic editor/writer whom he calls, "the Deuteronomist (Dtr)" who was wholly 

responsible for "the coherence and unity of the whole history in Joshua-Kings which 

is clearly intentiona/ 79 as is shown by the form of these books." 80 Dtr uses 

Deuteronomy 1-3 as an introduction to the entire Deuteronomistic historical 

narrative, 81 and Deuteronomy 31-34 as a conclusion to Deuteronomy and transition to 

Joshua.82 The coherence of the Deuteronomistic History can be seen in the linguistic 

uniformity characterised by Dtr's use of simple expressions, vocabulary, diction, and 

sentence structure. 83 Furthermore, the unity can also be seen in how Dtr formulates 

speeches for "leading personages" at key junctures to interpret the course of events. 84 

For instance, Joshua's speeches as initiation and completion of the time of settlement 

(Josh. 1:11-15; 23:2-24:27), Samuel's speech which serves as a transition from the era 

of the judges to kings (1 Sam. 12:1-24), and Solomon's prayer which completes the 

era of the united monarchy, introduces the temple, and anticipates the catastrophic 

76 Martin Noth, Uberlieferungsgeschichtliche Studien I, Die sammelnden und bearbeitenden 
Geschichtswerke im A/ten Testament (Ttibingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1943) [ET The 
Deuteronomistic History (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981 )]. 
77 See Samuel R. Driver, Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 1929), pp.1 03-203; G. Fohrer, Introduction to the Old Testament (London: SPCK, 1976), 
pp.192-195; Robert H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament (New York: Harper, 1948), pp.293-
412. See also Nicholson's introduction to Noth 's Deuteronomistic History, pp.vii-ix. 
78 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.4. 
79 Noth's emphasis. 
80 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.l 0. Noth also argues, "Dtr was not merely an editor but the author 
of a history which brought together material from highly varied traditions and arranged it according to 
a carefully conceived plan. In general Dtr simply reproduced the literary sources available to him and 
merely provided a connecting narrative for isolated passages." 
81 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.14. 
82 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.13. See also Richter, "Deuteronomistic History," p.221. 
83 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.5. 
84 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, pp.5-6. 
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divided monarchy (1 Kgs. 8: 12-51 ). Moreover the unity of the Deuteronomistic 

History is also seen in Dtr's summarising theological reflections on Israel's history 

(Josh. 12; Judg. 2:11-23; 2 Kgs. 17:7-23). 85 Noth's distinctive contribution to the 

study of Joshua-Kings was his belief that there was only one Dtr who crafted this 

account of Israel's history. Because Dtr wanted to show the true reason for the 

destruction of YHWH's people, he structured this account with selected traditions and 

elaborated on them from the perspective of the Deuteronomic law code (Deut. 4:44-

30:20) in order to attribute the demise of Israel and Judah to their failure to fulfil the 

demands of the law due to their disloyalty to YHWH. 86 Hence Noth argues, 

Dtr did not write his history to provide entertainment in hours of leisure or to 
satisfy a curiosity about national history, but intended it to teach the true 
meaning of the history of Israel from the occupation to the destruction of the 
old order. The meaning which he discovered was that God was recognisably 
at work in this history, continuously meeting the accelerating moral decline 
with warnings and punishments and, finally, when these proved fruitless, with 
total annihilation. Dtr, then, perceives a just divine retribution in the history 
of the people . . . He sees this as the great unifying factor in the course of 
event, and speaks of it not in general terms but in relation to the countless 
specific details reported in the extant traditions.87 

Noth's classic work was not without difficulties, as later work showed. His 

Dtr's negative perspective88 on Israel's history led von Rad to contend for the theme 

of grace and hope within the Deuteronomistic History. V on Rad criticised Noth for 

not taking into consideration the message of hope and grace which he thought was the 

important emphasis in the Dtr's effort to stimulate hope when defending YHWH's 

promise to David (2 Sam. 7). 89 He argued that Dtr's account on the release of 

Jehoiachin from the Babylonian prison is a significant case in point because it holds 

85 But see Dennis J. McCatthy, "ll Samuel 7 and the Structure of the Deuteronomistic History," in JBL 
84 (1965): pp.l31-138 and Frank M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1978), pp.241-264. Both of them argue that 2 Sam. 7 operates with 
important ideas and hence should be included into Noth 's list of passages which form the framework of 
the Deuteronomistic History. 
86 See Noth, Deuteronomistic History, pp.l2-17, 89. See also Steven L. McKenzie, "Deuteronomistic 
History," in David N. Freedman, ABD Vo/ 6 (New York: DoubleDay, 1992), p.l61; Sandra L. Richter, 
"Deuteronomistic History," in Bill T. Amold and Hugh G.M. Williamson, TDOT: Historical Books 
(Leicester: IVP, 2005), p.220. 
87 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.89. 
88 Noth, Deuteronomistic History, p.99. Noth says, "The negative characteristics of Dtr are exactly the 
same as those in the Deuteronomic Jaw." 
89 Also in I Kgs. 8:20, 25; 9:5; 11 :5, 13, 32, 36; 15:4; 2 Kgs. 2:4; 8: 19; 19:34; 20:6. 
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up the hope of restoration of the Davidic line. 90 However, in 1961 Hans Waiter Wolff 

offered an important critique of both Noth's and von Rad's interpretations of the 

Deuteronomistic History. 91 Wolff generally agrees that Noth has taken insufficient 

account of the hope YHWH promised in Nathan's oracle which appears to be as yet 

unfulfilled at the end of the historical account (2 Kgs. 25:27ff.). 92 He questions how 

Noth's Dtr who had been conscientious and careful in selecting and organising his 

materials as Noth claims he was, would have missed out this important aspect in his 

account of Israel and Judah.93 On the other hand, Wolff also disagrees with the view 

that Dtr had wanted to stimulate hope when trying to explain YHWH's righteous 

judgement on his people.94 This idea of a "windfall hope," he argues, is inconsistent 

with Nathan's oracle which is dependent on obedience to Moses' word in 

Deuteronomy.95 In short, Wolff does not think that Dtr's purpose was totally negative 

as perceived by Noth nor was it to offer unequivocal hope as von Rad had argued. 

Rather, he discerns in the Dtr's narration a pattern of apostasy, punishment, 

repentance, and deliverance, which he finds most clearly expressed in Judges. 96 He 

strengthens this by pointing out that the catchword :::li!Li ("return") is the central idea in 

key passages97 and argues that Dtr's exilic audience belonged to the second part of 

this pattern. This explains Dtr's emphasis on the importance of repentance and 

turning back to YHWH.98 In fact Wolff notes that the catchword :::li!Li ("return") also 

appears in Deuteronomy 30:1-10 and the Jeremiah traditions, which he believes do 

not belong to the earlier materials that Dtr used. He suggests, rather, that they were 

used by a second writer after Noth's Dtr. 99 

90 See V on Rad, Studies in Deuteronomy, pp.74-79. 
91 Hans W. Wolff, "Das Kerygma des deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerk," in ZA W (1961 ): pp.171-
186 [ET "The Kerygma of the Deuteronomistic Historical Work," in Gary N. Knoppers and J. Gordon 
McConville (eds.) Reconsidering Israel and Judah: Recent Studies on the Deuteronomistic History 
(Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2000), pp.62-78]. 
92 Wolff, "The Kerygma," p.65. 
93 Wolff, "The Kerygma," p.65. 
94 Wolff, "The Kerygma," p.65. 
95 Wolff, "The Kerygma," pp.65-66. 
96 Wolff, "The Kerygma," pp.66-69. 
97 Passages include Judg. 2:1; 1 Sam. 7 and 12; 1 Kgs. 8; 2 Kgs. 17; 23:25. See Wolff, "The 
Kerygma," pp.69-72. 
98 Wolff, "The Kerygma," p.69. 
99 Wolff, "The Kerygma," pp.72-76. However, for an important critique of Wolffs view, see J. G. 
McConville, "I Kings 8:46-53 and the Deuteronomic Hope," in Gary N. Knoppers and J. Gordon 
McConville (eds.) Reconsidering Israel and Judah: Recent Studies on the Deuteronomistic History 
(Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2000), pp.358-369. 
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Although Wolff admits that the idea of a deutero-Deuteronomist only remains 

a hypothesis, 100 it subsequently triggered two important variations ofNoth's idea of a 

single Dtr. First is the 'Harvard school' begun by Frank Moore Cross. Cross 

perceives a more complex development of the Deuteronomistic History, arguing for 

the preservation of the Davidic covenant by two redactors, a pre-exilic Dtr1 who 

admonished his readers to obedience to the Mosaic covenant reinstated by Josiah and 

a postexilic Dtr2 who blamed the eventual exile on Manasseh. 101 Cross's theory of a 

double redaction of the Deuteronomistic History became influential and was further 

developed by his students Jon D. Levenson, 102 Richard E. Friedman, 103 Baruch 

Halpern, 104 and Richard D. Nelson. 105 Friedman, in particular, strengthens Cross's 

theory of double redaction by showing how the concept of Egypt is used by Dtr1 and 

Dtr2 to undergird the structural unity of the Deuteronomistic History. 106 The 

Deuteronomistic History, he notes, tells "the story of Israel from Egypt to Egypt" in 

its final form. 107 The exilic Dtr2 repeated and emphasised YHWH' s words from the 

Song, "I shall hide my face from them, I shall see what their end will be" (Deut. 32:20; 

cf. 31:17 -18) in order to "impose a direction upon the earlier edition of the history 

which points to YHWH's ultimate abandonment of his people." 108 Hence, with 

Deuteronomy matching the events of 2 Kings, Friedman argues that the 

Deuteronomistic History "produces the image of a unified work" that speaks of 

Israel's broken covenant with YHWH which resulted in them going back to where 

they started - Egypt, to repent and hope for restoration. 109 

100 Wolff, "The Kerygma," p.75. 
101 Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, pp.274-289. 
102 Jon D. Levenson, "Who Inserted the Book of the Torah?" in HTR 68 (1975): pp.203-233. 
103 Richard E. Friedman, The Exile and Biblical Narrative: the formation of the Deuteronomistic and 
Priestly works (Chicago: Scholars Press, 198 I); also his "From Egypt to Egypt: Dtr I and Dtr 2," in 
Baruch Halpem and Jon Levenson (eds.) Traditions in Transformation: Essays in Honour of Frank 
Moore Cross (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1981 ), pp. I 67- I 92. 
104 Baruch Halpem, "Sacred History and Ideology: Chronicles' Thematic Structure," in Richard 
Friedman (ed.) The Creation of Sacred Literature: Composition and Redaction of the Biblical Text 
(Los Angel a: University of California Press, 198 I). 
105 Richard D. Nelson, The Double Redaction of the Deuteronomistic History (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
198 I). 
106 Friedman, "From Egypt to Egypt," p. I 71. 
107 Friedman, "From Egypt to Egypt," p.191. 
108 Friedman, "From Egypt to Egypt," p.191. 
109 Friedman, "From Egypt to Egypt," p.192. See also the explanation of the structural unity of the 
Deuteronomistic History in Terence E. Fretheim, Deuteronomic History (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1983), pp.40-44. 
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A further distinct development was that of Rudolf Smend's 'Gottingen 

school'. 110 Essentially, Smend affirms that there was an original version of the 

Deuteronomistic History complied by a postexilic redactor (which is Noth's Dtr) 

whom Smend designates as DtrG. However, he claims that this original 

Deuteronomistic History was subsequently updated by yet another postexilic writer 

who saw that the law had not been observed since there was an ongoing presence of 

foreign peoples in the land. Smend calls this writer DtrN(omistic). Smend's theory 

of two postexilic redactors is further picked up by his students Waiter Dietrich and 

Timo Veijola, who believed that there was yet another postexilic redactor, DtrP, who 

added the prophetic materials into DtrG's original work before DtrN came into the 

scene. However, there have also been attempts which tried to refine Noth's theory of 

a single exilic author by elevating the significance of Dtr2
• Brian Peckham, for 

example, proposes that there was an initial history of the pre-exilic period extended 

from Deuteronomy to Hezekiah. But through the historiographic effort of the exilic 

Dtr2
, this history was inserted into a larger work which ultimately became the entire 

account from Genesis-Kings. 111 Hence Peckham advocated the idea of a 

Deuteronomistic redaction of the Pentateuch. 112 Robert Polzin tried to show that the 

Deuteronomistic History is more a unified literary, theological work than a 

historiographic one. He contends against the scientific historical-critical method of 

recovering the original sense of the text, finding such quests for sources and 

redactions unproductive. Instead, he argues for a· hermeneutical approach to seeing 

the Deuteronomist as an authoritative interpreter of the Mosaic Law for the exiles, an 

approach which allows the message of the Deuteronomistic History to be constantly 

reapplied to new situations. 113 

110 See more details in McKenzie, "Deuteronomistic History," p.163; Richter, "Deuteronomistic 
History," pp.224-225. 
111 Brian Peckham, The Composition of the Deuteronomistic History (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985). 
Peckham proposes that an initial history of the pre-exilic period extended from Deuteronomy to 
Hezekiah. This history was later inserted into a larger work reaching from Genesis to 2 Kings 25. But 
John van Seters contends against the theories of Israelite historiography and postulates that the so­
called historiographic 'sources' used by Dtr may be only a fictional, literary device. See John van 
Seters, In Search of History: Historiography in the Ancient World and the Origins of Biblical History 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), pp.43-49. Baruch Halpem, on the other hand, remains 
optimistic about the historiographic nature of Dtr's sources and argues that these historiographic 
materials were selectively shaped by Dtr for the composition of the Deuteronomistic History. See 
Baruch Halpem, The First Historians: The Hebrew Bible and History (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 
1988), p.31. 
112 Peckham, The Composition, p.73. See also Richter, "Deuteronomistic History," p.225. 
113 Robert Po1zin, Moses and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomic History (New 
York: Seabury Press, 1980). 
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The above-mentioned studies on the composition of the Deuteronomistic 

History are but selective examples to show briefly how scholars have perceived the 

redactional, literary, and structural unity of Joshua-Kings in relation to Deuteronomy. 

Space prohibits a fuller account. Nevertheless, attention may be drawn to a recent 

provocative article by K.L. Noli which actually de-emphasises the unity of the corpus. 

He attacks Noth's Deuteronomistic History hypothesis by positing that what we have 

here is not a Deuteronomistic history but a Deuteronomic debate. 114 Noli's contention 

arises from his frustration over the disarray of Nothian scholarship in recent times. 115 

Basically he tries to show that the corpus in Joshua-Kings is Deuteronomistic in the 

sense that the separate books existed in a predeuteronomistic form but were edited 

together by a small group of scribes in the Persian or Hellenistic era who "debated 

among themselves the merits of Deuteronomy's theology" and who did not intend to 

create authoritative scripture because their writings were not intended for mass 

consumption. 116 The result of this scribal debate is that each book is distinctively 

antagonistic towards Deuteronomy. Their responses range from indifference 

(Joshua), 117 anti-deuteronomic (Judges), 118 anti-YHWH (Samuel), 119 to confusion in 

terms of having multiple viewpoints competing for attention (Kings). 120 In other 

114 K.L. Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate? (A Thought Experiment)," in JSOT 
31.3 (2007): pp.311-345. 
115 Such as the publications by Gary Knoppers, "Rethinking the Relationship between Deuteronomy 
and the Deuteronomistic History;" Waiter Dietrich, "History and Law;" Jon Levenson, "Who Inserted 
the Book of the Torah?;" John van Seters, In Search of History; etc. See Noli, "Deuteronomistic 
History or Deuteronomic Debate?," pp.314-316. 
116 Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," pp.318-336 and n.68. 
117 Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," pp.337-339. Noli argues that the final 
edition of Joshua undermines the Deuteronomistic theme by multiple and unrelated insertions such as 
the partial conquest (13:1-6; 23:4-5, 12-13, as opposed to 11:15, 23; 21:43-45; 22:4; 23:1-3, 9-10, 14), 
a comic relief of the spies story as well as a pietistic farce of the conquest of Jericho and the sequel of 
Achan's sin, and also the Gibeonite tale. Furthermore, the theme of rest appears anti-deuteronomic 
with YHWH providing rest and not a central worship site as promised in De ut. 12:10 (Josh. 21 :44; 
22:4). Moreover, Joshua 22 seems to expose the absurdity of the centralisation law. 
118 Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," pp.339-341. Noli points out that while 
Deuteronomy instructs Israel to select its own leaders, in Judges YHWH raises up these judges. 
Throughout the Book of Judges, YHWH seems to be portrayed as a poor judge of character, hence a 
problem rather than a solution. Gideon 's leading the people into idolatry is a case in point (Judg. 6:11-
32; 8:27). 
119 Noll, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," pp.341-342 and also n.86. Noli argues 
that the Book of Samuel introduced YHWH as an unreliable patron deity whose words and deeds 
cannot be trusted, as he reneges on the promise of an eternal priesthood (compare 1 Sam. 2:27-36 with 
2 Sam. 7), he is unwilling to grant the people's request for a king when it is explicitly permitted in 
Deuteronomy (compare 1 Sam 8:5, 8 with De ut. 17: 14-15), and makes bad choices of leadership such 
as Saul and Absalom. 
120 Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," pp.342-344. E.g. stray verses show up 
at inappropriate spots (2 Kgs. 1: I with 3 :5; 8:25 with 9:29); Elijah failed to carry out divine 
instructions (1 Kgs. 19: 15-17), chronological ambiguity (2 Kgs. I: 17; 3: 1 ), and the narrative about 
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words, the final form of Joshua-Kings, for Noll, is a heated "conversation with 

Deuteronomy," in which the stories either "attack or probe the Deuteronomic 

ideology and find it wanting." 121 He invites readers to permit Joshua-Kings to be "the 

recalcitrant hodgepodge of narrative discontinuities that they really are." 122 Noll' s 

analysis of Joshua-Kings is radical and it remains to be seen whether his thesis will 

stand up to scholarly scrutiny. For him, the diversity of the materials seems to be 

larger, even to the extent of absurdity, than their unity. But, although he apparently 

refuses to see any degree of coherence within the corpus and ignores contextual 

emphases, he has nonetheless shown that there are complex, differing views within 

each book of the corpus which may not be easily resolved. A rather different 

perspective was offered by McConville, who points out that there is indeed an idea of 

unity within the diverse materials of the Deuteronomistic History. 123 McConville 

notes that this unity can be discerned when one considers how the presence of 

editorial connections work to resume the story from one book to another. 124 

Furthermore, there are also clear thematic links as well as a continuation of plot, 

character, and motif within this corpus which suggest a concerted effort to unite these 

materials. 125 While the unity is clear, the complex diversity in the narrative is also 

apparent, for example, between the Davidic promise and the problematic kingship. 126 

McConville argues for the need to accept the distinctive character of each book and 

understand that their distinctiveness has been preserved despite the fact that the books 

have been shaped to relate to one another within this large yet loosely edited 

Deuteronomistic corpus, 

It seems as if the material of the narrative existed at various stages in blocks, 
and that these were united into a coherent narrative by a transmission process 
that is lost to us. These blocks may have developed independently, and finally 
been redacted together by the exilic period, but in a way that preserves their 
individuality. This seems to be the only satisfactory explanation of the fact 

Ahab's relationship with Elijah and Micaiah suggests that it is subtly designed to attack and undermine 
Deuteronomy's teachings about prophecy, etc. 
121 Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," p.344. 
122 Noli, "Deuteronomistic History or Deuteronomic Debate?," p.344. 
123 J.G. McConville, "The Old Testament Historical Books in Modern Scholarship," in Them 22.3 
(1997): ppJ-13. McConville indicates in his article that Claus Westermann has also read the 
Deuteronomistic History along similar lines of understanding. 
124 McConville, "The Old Testament Historical Books,"p.9. 
125 McConville, "The Old Testament Historical Books," p.9. 
126 McConville, "The Old Testament Historical Books," p.l 0. See also Noli's list of contradicting 
ideas within the corpus in n.74-77 above. 
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and find coherence of expression and theme within them. 127 
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Approaching Joshua-Kings this way helps, in McConville's words, "break down the 

rigid division between the historical books and the Pentateuch." 128 This also means 

that while the books of Joshua-Kings address their own concerns, they are also able to 

interact broadly with those of the Pentateuch in terms of their theological connections 

through important themes such as covenant, law, election, to name but a few. 129 

McConville's recent work "God and Earthly Power" is one example of how one 

might read Genesis through Kings on the subject of Yahwistic monotheism so as to 

interpret this large corpus politically. 130 

In light of our purpose in this chapter, the perceived unity of the 

Deuteronomistic History, and in fact of Genesis-Kings, actually strengthens the 

rationale for asking how the Song affects our reading of it as a whole. Significantly, 

recognising their unity alerts the readers to the likelihood that the Song can be 

regarded as a hermeneutical lens for reading Genesis-Kings in its final form. We 

have seen how the Song supplies its hermeneutical perspective, for example, to help 

readers go beyond the varied Pentateuchal laws to accentuate the fact that loyalty 

remains the most essential aspect of Israel's relationship with YHWH. However, 

when readers approach the narrative of Joshua-Kings, the challenge to understand the 

multiple, interrelated themes within this corpus becomes even more acute, as shown 

in the above survey in which we see themes such as idolatry and divine judgement 

(Noth), grace and hope (von Rad, Cross), repentance and deliverance (Wolff), and 

obedience (Smend, Dietrich, Veijola). We have noted how major contributors have 

tried to pitch one theme against the other. But it remains essential that we should try 

to make sense of their thematic multiplicity. This is where the Song points a way 

forward to understanding them. It shows the readers that they can accept the diversity 

of themes within the corpus precisely because it resonates well with all of them. The 

Song, by encompassing these themes in relation to one another, is able to exercise a 

127 McConville, "The Old Testament Historical Books," p.l 0. 
128 McConville, "The Old Testament Historical Books," p.l 0. 
129 See William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel: A Theological Survey of the Old Testament {2nd 
Edition] (Leicester: Apollos, 2002). 
130 J.G. McConville, God and Earthly Power: An Old Testament Political Theology (London: T&T 
Clark, 2006). 
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hermeneutical influence on the readers of Joshua-Kings which helps guard against a 

biased reading that overemphasises a particular idea. At the same time it brings the 

various expressed themes to bear on the significance of obeying the First Command. 

As we have seen that the demand to obey the First Command has been the dominant 

Pentateuchal concern, in the following discussions we shall see how the First 

Command also resonates all through Joshua-Kings and the way in which the Song 

affirms it through its interaction with the corpus. 

3.2 Worship YHWH, not Baal 

The whole of the Deuteronomistic History may be compared to a type of 

'tragic' narrative in a loose sense of the word 'tragedy' in Greek theatrical drama. 131 

Mills notes that throughout the story oflsrael's settlement in the land in Joshua to her 

loss of the land in Kings this tragic narrative ponders the "fatal flaws" which affect 

Israel and Judah and eventually lead to their demise. 132 In fact, and more significantly, 

the underlying problem, in my view, is a crisis of faith. As far as Dtr saw it, the 

rampant disobedience to YHWH's law is a symptom of a more pervasive problem­

disloyalty to YHWH. 133 Fretheim is therefore correct when he says that the heart of 

the Deuteronomistic History is the concern over the violation of the First 

Commandment (1 Kgs. 9:8-9; Deut. 29:24-28; cf. Deut. 32:15-18). 134 This is where 

we can see that the Song's fundamental contention is being reflected in Joshua-Kings. 

Mills also points out that the tragic narrative also contains a subtheme, the guilt of 

foreign worship, which links the stages of Israelite history throughout the whole 

nation in all its generations. 135 This subtheme becomes especially acute in Kings in 

which the demise of Israel and Judah is understood as the direct result of centuries of 

national apostasy brought about by the monarchical kings. Hence the tragedy of 

Israel, Mills argues, is the fact that "the people cannot live out their potential 

greatness, falling back from initial promise." 136 

131 See Mills, Joshua to King, pp.71-82. 
132 Mills, Joshua to Kings, p.79. 
133 Fretheim, Deuteronomic History, p.21. 
134 Fretheim, Deuteronomic History, p.21. 
135 Mills, Joshua to Kings, pp.Sl-82. 
136 Mills, Joshua to Kings, p.82. 
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In fact as early as in Joshua 22-23, Joshua's address to the people concerning 

the proper worship ofYHWH has anticipated Israel's disloyalty (Jos. 22:5, 16, 22-29; 

23:6-8, 16). 137 The covenant-making in Joshua 24 thus becomes the crucial point by 

which Israel would be judged whether she lives up to her agreement to keep faith with 

YHWH. But then we see that Israel's devotion soon falters and Judges 2 implicitly 

attributes this to parental negligence in imparting the knowledge of YHWH to their 

children (v.10; cf. Deut. 6:1-9) who, as a result, apostatise (Judg. 2:11-13; Judg. 3:1-

7). Here, the narrative in .Judges not only attempts to recall the Deuteronomic 

command concerning children's education about YHWH (Deut. 6:4-9) but it also 

brings to mind the Song's admonition over the need to pass on traditions from 

generation to generation (Deut. 32:7b ). Interestingly, we also see similar expressions 

used in Judges and the Song such as Israel "forsook" YHWH (:lW, Judg. 2:12; cf. 

Deut. 32:15),138 "forgot" about him (n~!fi, Judg. 3:7; cf. Deut. 32:18), and YHWH's 

"anger" burning against them(~~' Judg. 2:14; 3:8; cf. Deut. 32:21-22). The narrative 

finally makes a transition from the long rebellious, turbulent years of the Judges to the 

era of the monarchy in Samuel-Kings. Peter Miscall points out that unlike Joshua and 

Judges, 1 Samuel "does not begin with a specific problem or crisis" to be addressed. 

In a sense he is right but a closer reading of Hannah's thanksgiving in 1 Samuel 2:1-

10 shows that the use of "affliction" (,~.P,, v.ll ), "remember" (1~!, v.11 ), and "do not 

forget" (n~~-K~, v.11) may be suggestive of a subtle, but nonetheless important, 

connection with the poignant depiction of the ongoing national crisis left off in Judges 

21:25. 139 Hence, Hannah's thanksgiving may be read as a thematic continuation from 

Judges, setting the stage for the story of a tricky remedy for Israel's lawless years: 

monarchical kingship. Viewed in this way, Hannah's thanksgiving then takes on 

special significance for our reading of Samuel-Kings (1 Sam. 2:1-11). Contrary to 

Miscall's suggestion that Hannah's many statements here have "the flavour of 

platitudes with no predictable relevance to the context" and that her thanksgiving has 

137 Cf.Fretheim, Deuteronomic History, pp.77-78. 
138 Judg. 2 uses a more common word :l!J? for "forsake" (occurs 215 times) while the Song uses i!i~~ 
(occurs 40 times). 
139 This is at the level of suggestion. One may find an allusion to YHWH's deliverance here but 
admittedly the link is stronger between Hannah's thanksgiving in v.IO and the Book of Kings. 
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no substantial relation to the context, Hannah's thanksgiving in fact serves as an 

"important introit to the history of early monarchy," as Robert Gordon puts it. 140 

Central to Hannah's thanksgiving is the idea that YHWH is a God of 

knowledge (v.3) and the judge of the earth (v.10). The perspective of YHWH's 

sovereign wisdom and universal rule here has close echoes with the Song. The 

thematic affinities between them in a way inform us of their connectedness, thus the 

need to read them in relation to each other. For example, both refer to YHWH as "the 

rock" (1 Sam. 2:2; Deut. 32:4) and his incomparability: there is "no one besides him" 

(1 Sam. 2:2; Deut. 32:39). 141 Both relate to his righteous and faithful dealing with his 

people (1 Sam. 2:4b, 5, 8, 9a, 1 Ob; Deut. 32:4, 36, 43). They also speak of his 

sovereign power over life and death ("kills and makes alive," 1 Sam. 2:6; Deut. 

32:39), as well as judgement (1 Sam. 2:3-4, 9-10a; Deut. 32:23-25, 34-35, 41-42). 

When the context of Judges-Kings is taken into consideration, the assertion of 

YHWH's sovereignty and universal power becomes important because it affirms to 

the readers that Israel's national calamities, present and future, do not happen as a 

result of divine mismanagement as such but as a part of divine judgement. Reading 

Hannah's thanksgiving in the light of the Song further reinforces this (cf. Deut. 32:19-

25). But while there are similarities between them, there is also a distinct difference 

which actually emphasises the importance of the Song's contribution here: whereas 

the Song has no mention of kings, Hannah's thanksgiving ends with an anticipatory 

statement of how YHWH would strengthen his anointed king (in~t,9~, v.1 0). It is not 

clear from here whether Hannah' s statement about the king can be taken as an 

expression of her or the author's pro-monarchical stance. But what is important in 

our reading of the final form is that this statement needs to be understood within the 

idea of YHWH's kingly rule expressed in her thanksgiving as a whole. This is where 

the Song's distinct difference with Hannah's thanksgiving becomes important. The 

Song's silence about kings and pointed criticism of Israel's and Judah's national 

apostasy, which is largely consistent with the mainly negative effect of human 

kingship that Samuel-Kings portrays, suggests that the destruction of Israel and Judah 

was due to the kings' disloyalty to YHWH and how they had led the whole nation 

140 See Robert P. Gordon, I & 2 Samuel (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1986), pp.78-79. 
141 Em est Wright also identified the theme of war in both Hannah 's prayer and the Song, esp. at Deut. 
32:39. See Wright, "The Lawsuit," pp.57-58. 
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astray with their idolatry. Hence, reading Hannah's thanksgiving in the light of the 

Song focuses the reader on the joy of giving ultimate loyalty to the sovereign, wise, 

and universally powerful God oflsrael. 

Joshua-Kings itself highlights the poignant fact of Israel's disloyalty 

persistently. The monarchical era has not been painted as a largely blissful picture. It 

is in fact suggested that Israel's monarchy was founded on the people's rejection of 

YHWH and their insistence to be "like all the nations" (1 Sam. 8:5, 7). At the very 

outset, therefore, the picture depicted seems to indicate that the basis for Israel's 

demand for monarchical kings is in itself problematic and potentially dangerous. 

Samuel-Kings follows up with this idea to show that while the best efforts of David, 

Hezekiah, and Josiah did bring temporal prosperity, ultimately they could not prevent 

the destruction of Israel and Judah which comes as a cumulative punishment for the 

actions of the kings and people right through their national history. The sins of 

Jeroboam I and Manasseh were especially noted (1 Kgs. 14:14-16; 2 Kgs. 21:1-16). 

In the case of Manasseh, it remains amazing that whereas the destruction of northern 

Israel was due to the sins of all the northern kings throughout their history (2 Kgs. 17), 

Kings charges Manasseh as the man whose grave sins in his generation were 

responsible for the destruction of Judah (2 Kgs. 21 :2-9), a divine decree which even 

Josiah' s reforms could not overcome (2 Kgs 21:1 0-16). Frank Cross offers a simple 

and interesting argument for this. He suggests that the attribution of Judah's demise 

to Manasseh was not part of the original account of the pre-exilic Deuteronomistic 

History. It was added by the exilic Dtr2 who updated the historical account in the 

exile. As part of this he reworked the account of Manasseh's reign in order to equate 

Judah's fate to that of Samaria and Manasseh's role to that of Jeroboam. 142 Marvin 

Sweeney basically follows Cross on this line of interpretation but with some 

variations. He argues that Kings' singular condemnation of Manasseh was due to the 

fact that it was unable to trace the corruption of the Davidic kings as it did for the 

northern kings. In this light, Kings' association of Manasseh with Ahab (2 Kgs. 21 :3) 

was an attempt to "reprise the condemnation of the house of Omri for the Judean 

branch of the Omride line." 143 While Sweeney could be right, we nevertheless should 

not overlook the extremity of Manasseh's syncretism and idolatry which Kings has 

142 Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, pp.285-289. 
143 Marvin A. Sweeney, I & II Kings (Louisville: John Knox Press, 2007), pp.426-432. 
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portrayed in a sufficiently clear way (vv.2-15). In fact 2 Kings 17 attributes Israel's 

predicament to the extreme, idolatrous worship of the kings and the people oflsrael in 

general, and thus suggesting that they do not escape blame for their apostasy (vv.7-

23). In a sense, the Song may be seen as helping the reader to understand broadly the 

severity oflsrael 's situation. Although it does not offer any explicit connection with 

Israel's syncretistic worship, human sacrifice, and divination as depicted in Kings, it 

may nonetheless conjure up in the reader's mind that her idolatrous practices were 

tantamount to worshipping the demons (1tp, Deut. 32: 17). Moreover, the magnitude 

of her nationwide apostasy may be referred to as a repugnant, perverse act of 

insurrection against YHWH, and the Song suggests to us that the heinous act was 

probably motivated by her defective and corrupted nature (v.5). In this way, the Song 

reinforces Kings' notion of the irreversible consequence of forsaking YHWH, thus 

instilling the urgent call for loyalty. 

3.3 YHWH or Jerusalem? 

The case of Jeroboam's sins is not as straightforward as that of Manasseh. 

Richard Nelson points out that Israel transgressed against YHWH by being disloyal in 

two fundamental ways: worship of "other gods" and sacrifice to YHWH at sites other 

than Jerusalem. 144 Both Nelson and Sweeney hold that Jeroboam's offering of 

sacrifices outside of Jerusalem was a breach ofthe Deuteronomic covenant stipulation 

(Deut. 12:5). 145 But while Nelson is adamant that the criticism of Jeroboam is mainly 

levelled at his sacrifice on the altars at Bethel and Dan, Sweeney lays more stress on 

Jeroboam's calf worship. 146 Sweeney also points out that Jeroboam's sins comprise 

not only the establishment of golden calves in Bethel and Dan (1 Kgs. 12:26-31), but 

also his building of administrative centres (1 Kgs. 12:25) and appointment of non­

Levitical priests (1 Kgs. 12:32-33; 13:33-34). 147 

Jeroboam's case touches on the idea of the 'chosen place' and the stance of 

Joshua-Kings on this subject is a complicated one. However, it is still reasonably 

144 Richard Nelson, The Historical Books (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), p.73. 
145 Nelson, The Historical Books, pp.73-74; Sweeney, I & ll Kings, p.178. 
146 Sweeney, I & ll Kings, pp.176-J77. 
147 Sweeney, I & If Kings, p.176. Concerning Jeroboam's appointment of non-Levitical priests, 
Sweeney also argues that Jeroboam could have acted in accordance with an earlier Israelite tradition of 
consecrating the firstbom to serve as priests, such as in the case of Samuel, the firstbom of Hannah. 
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clear that, according to these books, several different places other than Jerusalem were 

understood as the chosen place at different times: Gibeon (Josh. 9:27; cf. 10:1 ), Bethel 

(Judg. 20:26-27), Gilgal (1 Sam. 11:15; 15:21), Shiloh, which was apparently 

'central' for all Israel at a time (Josh. 22; 1 Sam. 1-3; cf. Jer. 7:12), and even Shechem 

could also be viewed as 'central' place (Josh. 24:1, 25; 1 Kgs. 12:1). Contra Nelson 

and others, the idea that the sin of northern Israel was due to Jeroboam's sacrificial 

worship outside Jerusalem does not quite seem to square up with Kings' notion that 

northern Israel was finally condemned because they had forsaken YHWH and 

rejected the prophets he sentto her (2 Kgs. 17, esp. vv. 7 -18). This line of thought is 

further reinforced in the dramatic showdown ofElijah with Ahab in which the heart of 

the conflict was not about a place of worship but about whether northern Israel would 

choose YHWH or Baal. It is also noteworthy that the drama between Elijah and 

Ahab's Baal prophets took place at Mount Carmel (1 Kgs. 18, esp. vv.20-21)! 

Subsequently, Judah was also condemned for abandoning YHWH even though the 

people of Judah did worship at Jerusalem. The ·question, therefore, is not where 

sacrifices were made but to whom were they offered. Although 2 Kings 21 :4 seems 

to suggest the idea that Jerusalem was the only chosen place of worship, a closer look 

at the context shows that it does more to emphasise the extent ofManasseh's grievous 

sin of desecrating YHWH's holy temple than advocating Jerusalem as the only 

legitimate place ofworship. 

The above line of interpretation finds resonance in the Song, whose silence 

about the place of worship and its severe criticism levelled at the people of YHWH 

shows that the most fundamental issue is not how or where to worship but whom to 

worship. For the people of YHWH their choice was clear. They opted for foreign 

gods and even worshipped them in the temple of Jerusalem (2 Kgs. 21 ). 

4. Israel and the other Nations 

The Old Testament testifies to the fact that Israel is the chosen witness of 

YHWH. But the election of Israel does not mean that the other nations are rejected. 

On the contrary, a number of texts from Genesis-Kings suggest that not only is 

Israel's self-awareness as a unique people of YHWH foundational to her world view 

and national identity, but also that her existence as witness of YHWH is to be 
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understood in relation to YHWH's universal, sovereign purpose for the other 

nations. 148 Of course, many other Old Testament texts address this same concern, 

such as Psalms 67 and 87, and parts of Isaiah and Zechariah. But for our purpose here, 

I limit reflection on this topic to the context of Genesis-Kings, and ask how the Song 

affirms the perspective of Genesis-Kings in a specific way. 

The idea that Israel is called to be YHWH's witness is brought out through the 

Abrahamic call (Gen. 12:1-3). The promise given to Abraham reflects a particular 

way in which YHWH will deal with the nations in the light of the disintegrated 

human society (cf. Gen. 11 ). By means of the Abrahamic covenant, YHWH promises 

that Abraham's descendents (Israel) will be a channel by which all the peoples of the 

earth shall be blessed (Gen. 12:3). In this light Israel plays a prominent role in the 

world in YHWH's plan for all humanity. The idea of Israel's relation to YHWH is 

further picked up in Exodus 19:5-6, a text which is as pivotal as Genesis 12:1-3. To 

be sure, the literary problem and contextual significance of Exodus 19:5-6 have been 

subject to much scholarly debate, and according to Durham, it may even have reached 

an impasse. 149 The designations that Israel is "YHWH's possession from all peoples" 

co~~lJJT'?f~ i1'?~.9 ~~ O~T:0, v.5b), a "kingdom ofpriests" co~,~oj n~?t?~· v.6), and 

"a holy nation" (llii1i? ~;), v.6), continue to intrigue scholars in terms of the precise 

nature of these expressions, their relation to one another and to the little phrase 

sandwiched among them - "for all the earth is mine" (f~.~;T',f ,7-~~. v.5c). 

Whether the idea of Israel's function as royal priests and a holy nation on YHWH's 

earth can be interpreted as her having a specific mission to other nations remains 

inconclusive. 150 Even two recent works which deal extensively on this subject have 

148 See also Wright, Mission of God, pp.254-255; John Goldingay, Old Testament Theology Volume 2: 
Israel's Faith (Downers Grove: IVP, 2006), pp.l82-228. 
149 Durham, Exodus, pp.259-260. He comments, "Though many helpful observations may be harvested 
from the critical work of more than a century, the sum total of that work is a clear assertion that no 
literary solution to this complex narrative has been found, with more than a hint that none is likely to 
be found. Far too much has been done with and to this material on its way to the form in which we 
know it for any solution to be any longer a realistic possibility." See also e.g. Childs, Exodus, pp.360-
361, 366-368; William J. Dumbrell, Covenant & Creation: An Old Testament Covenant Theology 
(Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1984), pp.84-90; T. Desmond Alexander, "The Composition of the Sinai 
Narrative in Exodus xix I - xxiv 11 ," in VT xlix I (1999): pp.1-20. 
150 E.g. those who think Israel has a specific mission to other nations are Mmtin Noth, Exodus (London: 
SCM Press, 1962), p.157; Alan Cole, Exodus (Leicester: IVP, 1973), p.l45; Childs, Exodus, pp.366-
367; Fretheim, Exodus, pp.212-213. However, Umberto Cassuto does not speak of Israel's status as 
priest and holy nation in relation to other nations, in, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (Jerusalem: 
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differing views on this. 151 Jo Bailey Wells' focus on Israel's ultimate call to be a holy 

nation allows the view of Israel's role of representing and even mediating YHWH' s 

presence to the world. 152 John A. Davies, with his focus on Israel's priesthood, thinks 

rather that the Sinai pericope has no direct reference to Israel's responsibilities 

towards other nations. For him, the concepts of Israel as YHWH's possession, 

kingdom of priests, and a holy nation speak only of Israel's relation to YHWH, in 

which she is granted direct access to the divine presence. 153 In my view, the former is 

likelier. We can broadly say that the central idea in Exodus 19:5-6 not only explicates 

the nature of Israel's relation to YHWH in terms of her election but also to an extent 

her relation to the world in terms of the resultant distinctiveness as a holy nation as 

long as she keeps faith with YHWH. 154 The expression "for all the earth is mine" 

(fl~iT~f ~7-~:p, v.5c) serves as an important backdrop for YHWH's election of 

Israel and connects the ideas of YHWH's ownership of the nations in general and 

Israel in particular. 155 Hence, as Fretheim argues, Israel at Sinai was "commissioned 

to be God's people on behalf of the earth which is God's." 156 Leviticus 11:44-45 

reinforces Israel's consciousness of her uniqueness as the people of YHWH by 

demanding a moral and ritual distinctiveness (cf. Lev. 19:2). Deuteronomy picks up 

the idea of Israel's distinctiveness and expresses it in clear terms in relation to 

YHWH's universal power in creation and rule in history (Deut. 4:32-35; 7:6; 10:14-

15). 157 Furthermore Deuteronomy gives added impetus to motivate Israel toward 

obedience to the Torah by pointing out that she would become a visible example of 

YHWH's nearness, wisdom, and just social structures (Deut. 4:6-8; 26: 19; 28:9-

10).158 

Hebrew University Press, 1951 ), p.227. G. Henton Davies remains neutral, allowing for both 
interpretations in, Exodus: Introduction and Commentary (London: SCM Press, 1967), p.156. 
151 Jo Bailey Wells in God's Holy People: A Theme in Biblical Theology (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2000) and John A. Davis in A Royal Priesthood: Literary and lntertextual 
Perspectives on an Image of Israel in Exodus 19:6 (London: T&T Clark, 2004). 
152 Wells, God's Holy People, pp.47-57. 
153 Davies, A Royal Priesthood, pp.61-l 02. His view is closer to Dumbrell's, who sees in these verses 
a passive nature oflsrael's service to the nations. See Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation, pp.89-90. 
154 Wells, God's Holy People, pp.44-57. 
155 Davi!;l, A Royal Priesthood, p.59. 
156 Fretheim, Exodus, p.212. See also Durham, Exodus, p.263. 
157 See Wright, Mission of God, p.238. 
158 Wright, Mission ofGod, p.227. 
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In Joshua-Kings, however, readers are informed that throughout Israel's 

history she often had to grapple with the dichotomy between living like the other 

nations and differently from them. As long as Israel lives differently by maintaining 

her distinctiveness and fulfilling her role as YHWH's worldwide witness, there exists 

inevitably a degree of tension between her and the surrounding nations. That tension 

arises from the fact that Israel's witness ofYHWH's supremacy to the other nations is 

always an uncompromising polemic against ideologies which were set against the rule 

of YHWH. 159 One of the best illustrations of such polemical effect of Israel's 

presence in the world can be seen in David's response to Goliath: "This day the 

LORD will deliver you up into my hands ... that all the earth may know that there is a 

God in Israel" (1 Sam. 17:46). Here, not only has David saved Israel from the 

Philistines but more importantly he "glorifies Yahweh in the eyes of the world" and 

calls Israel and the nations "to fresh faith in Yahweh." 160 In fact the positive outcome 

of Israel's contention with the other nations is boldly envisaged in the prayers of 

Solomon and Hezekiah respectively: "the foreigner has come because of your name" 

(1 Kgs. 8:41-43 ), and "that all kingdoms on earth may know that you alone, YHWH, 

are God" (2 Kgs. 19: 19). In this way, YHWH's commission to Abraham to become a 

channel of blessing to other nations finds an echo in the story of Israel. But more 

often than not, Joshua-Kings criticise Israel for living in accordance with the ways of 

the other nations rather than living up to YHWH's expectation. Consequently, as a 

Y ahwistic nation, Israel becomes characterised by covenant rebellion and eventually 

succumbs to foreign invasive forces as part of YHWH's covenantal curses on her (cf. 

Deut. 28:25). In such times Israel found herself not only having to contend with the 

other nations (for the wrong reason!) but also having to contend with YHWH, or more 

accurately, coping with YHWH contending against her. Hence, according to the 

primary history of Genesis-Kings, Israel did not fare well. Israel's disobedience 

eventually ushers in the final destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. which bring 

YHWH's covenant partner to her knees and leaves her hope of restoration bleakly 

uncertain (cf. 2 Kgs. 25:27-30). 

Therefore, how does the Song help the readers understand Israel's election and 

her relation to the world in the context of Genesis-Kings? More precisely, does the 

159 McConville, God and Earthly Power, pp.l9-29. 
160 Waiter Brueggemann, First and Second Samuel (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1990), p.I32. 



220 

Song bring to our reading of Genesis-Kings insights regarding the future of Israel? If 

yes, in what ways? I suggest that the Song enhances our reading with added 

perspectives regarding Israel's election, other nations' role in relation to her, and 

YHWH's vindication and restoration of her. 

4.1 Israel's primeval history 

The Song shows us that Israel's function in the world has been a matter of 

YHWH's choice of her from the ancient times (Deut. 32:8-9). It provides the readers 

with a reference point to make sense of the Abrahamic covenant, in that, albeit in 

quite different terms, it makes a connection between the choice of Israel and the 

destinies of the nations. Furthermore, the Song's expressions of YHWH's 

providential care and eventual restoration of Israel reinforce the idea that Israel is not 

elected to be YHWH's treasured possession because of her quality (Deut. 7:7-8) but 

purely out of divine grace and mercy. In this light, it also reiterates the importance of 

understanding Israel's strategic function in YHWH' s world. It helps us re-focus on 

the fact that Israel's missional endeavour to the world, to use Christopher Wright's 

terminology, is essentially YHWH's missional act of justice and righteousness, as 

well as grace and mercy to the other nations. 161 It is YHWH's global outreach to the 

world initiated from the beginning which he himself will also bring into completion at 

the end (cf. Rev. 14:6). The Song's depiction oflsrael's primeval past also shows us 

the supremacy of YHWH's rule over the other gods and creation. In this way, the 

Song helps us see that all gods and all the histories of the nations are under YHWH's 

control. This in turn gives us a way of understanding that the chaos and upheavals in 

the creation order wrought by dark forces are not due to YHWH losing control but his 

appointed way of bringing the whole creation into submission and reverence for him. 

Hence the Song shows us that all nations are under YHWH's judgement, and we can 

infer from it that Israel as YHWH's allotment is instrumental in the outworking of this 

purpose in creation. 

4.2 Other nations as witnesses and the divine deliberation 

The Song also shows us that other nations can be chosen to be spectators and 

witnesses, not only of Israel's covenantal living (as in Deut. 4:6-8) but also her 

161 Cf. Introduction above, pp.3-4. 
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catastrophic history brought about by covenantal rebellion and YHWH' s judgement 

on her as a result (Deut. 32: 19-27). In such times, other nations would recognise that 

Israel's dire straits are not due to any immoral act on YHWH's part but to the need for 

YHWH to demonstrate his justice and righteousness to Israel and the world (Deut. 

32:4). Concerning this, the Song allows us to pry into the profound mystery of divine 

deliberation, revealing to us YHWH's heart and mind in this matter (Deut. 32:26-

27).162 Hearers are made to feel that YHWH's decision to address Israel's apostasy is 

not something that comes easily. The Song gives us glimpses of the fact that YHWH 

is not detached from the entire situation but is personally engaged in it, and that he 

feels the effect of Israel's sin (cf. Deut. 32:19-21a, 22) to an extent that he even has to 

debate within himself and weigh the consequences of his judgement on Israel in 

relation to his love for her and his concern for his own integrity as the righteous, 

supreme, and sovereign God in relation to the watching world (cf. Deut. 32:4, 26-27, 

39). To be sure, the Song is not the only place in which we are told of YHWH's 

deliberation. It also appears, for example, in the flood narrative in which the 

disclosure of YHWH's deep thoughts at the beginning of the narrative shows us that 

humanity's depraved condition is truly an issue for YHWH (Gen.6:5-6) and that he 

"feels sorry" (Ory)~1 i1~i1~, Gen. 6:6), "grieved" (::J~3}I;1~1, Gen.6:6), and actually has to 

struggle within himself to bring about the judgement. A somewhat similar expression 

of divine struggle also appears in Hosea 11:8 in which we are told that YHWH's heart 

is "turned within" him e=il'? ~?~ l~i;l~) in a dilemma between executing judgement 

and showing mercy. However, hearers need not interpret these descriptions of divine 

struggle as expressions of divine weakness and indecisiveness. Rather, the 

anthropomorphic language serves to communicate one aspect of the way in which 

YHWH is involved in the world, as in the case of the Song, defending his own 

reputation as a necessary testimony to the world by taking issue with Israel's 

transgression against his covenant and holiness. In this light, we may also say that the 

Song is able to make the hearers feel the effect of YHWH's deliberation with regards 

to their own sins in their respective situations. The idea of YHWH's deliberation is 

also echoed at the end of Kings (2 Kgs 25). Readers who read about the total 

devastation of YHWH's covenantal people, Jerusalem and its temple cannot but 

162 See more details of De ut. 32:26-27 in Chapter Two above, pp. 99-101. 
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remember how YHWH might have 'struggled' in this dilemma between destroying 

his people and remaining faithful to them. 

4.3 YHWH's vindication and Israel'sfuture hope 

The Song's third important contribution to our reading of Genesis-Kings with 

regards to Israel's relation to other nations is the idea of YHWH vindicating her 

against her enemies and giving her the prospect of hope (Deut. 32:34-43). This is 

particularly significant in view of how Genesis-Kings ends the primary history of 

Israel on an unsettling note. It is not difficult for the readers to note a glaring 

difference between the end of Kings and that of the Song. Whilst Kings has no 

definite expression of Israel's hope of restoration, overcoming her enemies, and 

returning to the land, the Song speaks of YHWH vindicating Israel against the 

enemies, and the hope of her restoration to her land. We have seen above that there 

are different views on the attitude of the Deuteronomistic History to future hope for 

Israel. But the Book of Kings in particular seems to offer little in this regard. 1 Kings 

8:46-53 leaves open the hope of some kind of betterment, but it is not clear that a 

restoration to the land is in view. Wolff conceded that while there is a tint of hope of 

Israel's future beyond the exile in 1 Kings 8, Dtr did not link his idea of repentance 

with any specific hope in his "open-ended view of history." 163 And McConville 

argued, on the basis of a study of :Ji!li in the two passages that while Deuteronomy 

30:1-10 is prepared to anticipate YHWH's restoration of his people from exiles to the 

land, 1 Kings 8:46-53 is content with its focus on the hope that YHWH will not 

abandon his people in exile. 164 

The distinction between these two passages is significant for our reflection on 

the Song's function in our reading of Kings, and even of Deuteronomy 30. As the 

readers come to end of the Kings narrative and are confronted with its largely 

pessimistic view of the dynastic failure, the reality of exile, and the uncertainty of the 

future, the Song is able to inspire in them a confidence that there remains hope for the 

people of YHWH. It assures them that despite the destruction, exile, and loss of land 

163 Wolff, "The Kerygma ofthe Deuteronomistic Historical Work," pp.72, 77. 
164 McConville, "1 Kings 8:46-53 and the Deuteronomic Hope," pp.367, 369. See a more detailed 
discussion on the subject of hope in Jeremiah in J.G. McConville, Judgement and Promise: An 
Interpretation of the Book of Jeremiah (Leicester: Apollos, 1993), pp. 79-109. 
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YHWH will vindicate them against their enemies and restore his people to the land at 

the end (Deut. 32:34-43). Just as YHWH's dealing with his people is mapped out on 

the world stage, the readers are assured that YHWH's vindication against their 

enemies will also be made public. At that time, other nations will come to recognise 

the incomparability of YHWH and his enduring faithfulness to his people. In this 

sense, the Song may even be understood as a graphic dramatisation of Deuteronomy 

30:7 of the way in which YHWH will inflict the covenantal curses on those who 

persecute his people (Deut. 32:34-42). Interestingly, the Song also uses the word :Ji!l.i 

but in the sense that YHWH "will return vengeance" to the enemies (t:lj?~ ,~l¥7 :J~W:, 

Deut. 32:43). The Song's use of :Ji!l.i clearly has a different focus from that of 1 

Kings 8 and Deuteronomy 30 but it nonetheless may be suggestive of an important 

theological idea which is relevant to the distressing situation of the exiled: if the heart 

of the people returns to YHWH, YHWH will ensure that vengeance will be returned 

to their enemies and fortunes to his people. In this light, Wolff may be right to insist 

on the importance of repentance as a thematic compass to reading the 
I 

Deuteronomistic History. Yet, the necessity for repentance must also be understood 

within the context of the reality of YHWH' s mercy for his people in that while their 

repentance becomes a pre-requisite for gaining YHWH's mercy, the mercy of YHWH 

is the bedrock and motivation of their turning back to him. The Song lays 

considerable emphasis on the latter. It focuses mainly on the necessity of divine 

action as the only resolution for human predicament, as in this case, YHWH will act 

on behalf of his people when he sees that they no longer have the power even to save 

themselves (i~ n'?n~-~~ i1Ki~ ~~. v.36). This however does not mean 1a negation of 
T - : T ' ·; : • ' 

the need for repentance on the part of the people. In this respect, therefore, it informs 

the readers that at the end of their turmoil, distress, and helplessness, there will be 

divine compassion (t:J~~.l;1\ v.36). It shows them that just as YHWH remains just and 

righteous in his execution of judgement on them; he will also remain faithful and 

committed to his people. The idea of divine deliberation is again to the fore here and 

the readers are made conscious of YHWH' s heart and mind in the mysterious 

outworking of his purpose (cf. Deut. 29:28 [ET 29:29]). As they grapple with the 

effects of their sins they are also invited to put their faith on YHWH's goodness and 

great power even in their adverse situation. In this way the Song goes full cycle and 
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leads them back to where they started - YHWH' s grace in election and providential 

care for them (Deut. 32:8-9, 12-14; cf. Gen. 12:1-3). 

5. Conclusion 

The Song expresses the heart of the Torah. The variety of the Pentateuchal 

laws shows that the Torah must always adapt to new situations and the Song's 

emphasis on the central command, loyalty to YHWH alone, will always take on new 

forms. In view of this, the Song provides a way of thinking about how all the 

Pentateuchal laws can be regarded as authoritative in spite of their differences. It tells 

its readers that it is not the surface law that is important but the source from which it 

comes. It is the fact that it is YHWH who is communicating to them and the 

fundamental requirement is always the First Commandment, "Love YHWH your God 

with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might" (Deut. 6:5). While 

this 'law-crystallising' function of the Song may be paradoxical because the Song 

does not actually mention the Torah, it nonetheless has the effect of not absolutising 

any specific law yet re-affirming the need to hear and obey YHWH's word as 

mediated through Moses. In this sense the Song stands alongside what Deuteronomy 

calls "this law" (nX·TiJ iljlin;:t, Deut. 31:9-13, 24-26), which probably refers to a form 

of Deuteronomy that was read every seven years. When the Song is read together 

with "this law," it validates all the laws of Moses yet it also shows that all laws are 

subordinate to the essential command to worship YHWH alone. 

The Song also resonates with the broader perspective of Genesis-Kings in that 

it does not specify Jerusalem as the only worship place. In fact the Song goes further 

to reinforce this stance by keeping mute about the worship site but focuses on the 

YHWH-Israel covenantal relationship to help the readers understand that ultimately it 

is not the place of worship but loyalty to YHWH expressed in wholehearted worship 

that counts. This idea resonates in an even more significant way at the end of Kings 

when the readers are made to realise that the Jerusalem Temple had not prevented the 

destruction of Judah and the exile of its people. Therefore, what became arguably the 

most important reminder for the exiled readers was the Song's emphasis on loyalty 

(both loyalty to YHWH and YHWH's loyalty to his people) which played a crucial 

role in bringing them back to the fundamental need for cultivating an obedient heart 
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for YHWH, who promised to "circumcise their heart" in the future to renew and 

strengthen their love for him (cf. Deut.30:6). 

Not only does the Song convey the essence of the Torah and advocate true 

Y ahwistic worship, we have also seen that it provides important perspectives to our 

understanding of Israel's relation to the other nations. The Song reinforces the 

centrality of Israel's involvement in YHWH' s outworking of his purposes in creation 

all the way back in primeval times. The assignment of "inheritance" to the nations, 

and Israel to YHWH (Deut. 32:8-9), resonates with the choice of Abraham's 

descendents to bring blessing to "all the families of the earth" (Gen.ll :3). This also 

expresses her responsibility to manifest the quality of YHWH to the world by their 

covenantal living, failing which she will face divine judgement under covenantal 

stipulations. While Israel's covenantal life was a testimony concerning YHWH's 

character to the other nations, the Song points out that even YHWH's judgement on 

her covenantal rebellion can also become in itself a witness to divine justice and 

righteousness to the world. Other nations used as instruments of divine wrath against 

Israel would then in turn have to face their own destiny as rebels against YHWH. 

In this sense, the Song gives assurance to the readers of Genesis-Kings of the 

reality of both hope and vengeance. It speaks of the fact that YHWH is the controller 

of history and nations, and at the end he will express his justice, supremacy, and 

faithfulness to his people in concrete ways - in vindicating Israel against her cruel 

enemies and restoring her fortunes before them. Yet the Song also informs the 

readers that all these do not come easily with YHWH in the sense that he too feels the 

effect of Israel's sin and the cruelty of her enemies. The glimpse of YHWH's inner 

debate within his own mind (Deut. 32:26-27; cf. Deut. 29:28 [ET 29:29]) helps the 

readers understand that just as the people grappled with their desolation (2 Kgs 25), 

YHWH is also, in a sense, struggling with them, and working out the future of his 

people. In this way the Song draws the readers to a deeper awareness of YHWH's 

intimate involvement with his people. I have argued that readers who reach the end of 

the narrative in Kings can still hear the promise of future restoration echoing from the 

Song. In relation to this aspect of the Song's function is also the fact that the Song, as 

a hermeneutical lens, introduces a certain balance into our reading of Genesis-Kings, 

enabling us to reassess our interpretation of the data. In more concrete terms, as we 
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see that on one hand the Song may confirm themes of Genesis-Kings, for example, 

the central theme of obedience and worship. But on the other hand, we also see that it 

may critique a particular reading of the materials, for example, readers who share with 

Hannah's overt optimism for human kingship (1 Sam. 2:1 0) will soon realise that the 

Song does not express the same optimism. Instead, the Song suppresses the urge to 

elevate human kingship by pointing the readers directly to the superiority of the 

divine king to whom ultimate allegiance is owed. This, I believe, is a crucial 

interpretive compass by which we may understand the law of the Israelite kings, 

particularly, the limitations placed on them (cf. De ut. 17: 14-20). In this light, we see 
' 

the significant function of the Song within the corpus because of its ability to interact 

with different materials in it. To readers who promote the importance of monarchical 

kingship, the Song emphasises the idea that all human leadership is subservient to the 

ultimate rule of YHWH. To those who see an absence of hope in the exile, the Song 

highlights YHWH's faithfulness and supreme power as the basis for the people's 

future vindication and restoration. 



CONCLUSION 

The objective of this study has been to investigate how the Song functions 

theologically and hermeneutically in its contexts in Deuteronomy and Genesis-Kings. 

My contention is that whilst the Song in itself has been the subject of numerous 

studies which mainly focus on its dating and rhetorical characteristics, it has not been 

sufficiently examined within its contexts. The study takes a cue from the argument of 

Terry Giles and William Doan that the Song forges a symbiotic relationship with 

Deuteronomy. I have also extended the examination of the Song's function to its role 

in Genesis-Kings. 

I ask the question: what difference does the Song make to our reading of 

Deuteronomy and Genesis-Kings? Beginning with a survey of scholarly opinions, 

even from the most recent monograph that deals substantially with the Song's 

provenance, 1 Chapter One established that scholars have generally noted the prophetic 

and didactic nature of the Song. In the light of this, I have proposed that examining 

the Song in reference to its contexts might yield better dividends. This led me to 

consider the work of James Watts, Steven Weitzman, Brian Britt, and Mark Leuchter, 

who have tried to elucidate the Song's function within its immediate narrative context. 

However, while their contributions have reinforced the Song's narrative importance, 

they remain problematic at some points. For example, contra Watts, I have argued 

that reading the Song as a "summary of Deuteronomic themes" does not allow for 

important Deuteronomic themes that are absent in the Song. I have also differed from 

him concerning the Song's statement of hope which he thinks is obscured and muted. 

As my study shows, the Song is in fact adamant about YHWH' s acts of vengeance 

precisely because it has in view Israel's restoration hope, which, as pointed out in 

Chapter Four, becomes an important notion to the exiles in a foreign land. 

1 Paul Sanders' The Provenance of Deuteronomy 32 in 1996 has been to date the latest monograph that 
deals with the Song at great length. 
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Furthermore, Watts' view that the Song and the Blessing of Moses create a "harsh 

juxtaposition" to project the "good and bad of Israel's history" has also fallen short of 

an understanding that both poetic texts were inserted towards the end of Deuteronomy 

to highlight YHWH' s greatness by underscoring his power and faithfulness to Israel. 

The assurance ofYHWH's greatness is necessary in view ofthe nation's political and 

religious upheaval, as Joshua-Kings depicts. This assurance serves to inspire faith 

and underline the need for constant loyalty towards him. 

Weitzman is closer to a true depiction of the Song as Moses' final teaching 

and witness against Israel, but his view of the incoherence between the Song's 

"hopeful conclusion" and Deuteronomy 31:16-22 is questionable. It is this 

discordance that alerts the reader to the need for a wider study of the Song's function. 

I have proposed instead that the Song's "hopeful conclusion," which emphasises 

YHWH's vindication and vengeance, has in fact upheld the overall missiological 

significance of Deuteronomy. The probable reason why Deuteronomy 31:16-22 only 

highlights the Song's "accusatory strain" was in order to dramatise Israel's failure in 

living up to its vocation as a witness to YHWH's righteousness to the world, a 

mission which YHWH himself will undertake at the end. 

Britt looks at how Deuteronomy 31-3 2, including the Song, functions as a 

textual memorial within Deuteronomy 31-34 in which the emphasis is on the Torah. 

Whilst Britt rightly notes the Song's involvement in emphasising the importance of 

the Torah, he has not elaborated how the Song actually works as a textual memorial or 

in what way it emphasises the Torah. The last review concerns Leuchter's 

understanding of how the Song has been hermeneutically manipulated to serve as a 

propagandistic appeal for Josiah by way of criticising his predecessors, namely, Saul, 

Solomon, and Jeroboam. I have contended that Leuchter's view runs into difficulty 

because the Song does not register an interest in human monarchy, and that his view 

does not arise from the Song's explicit content but rather from a questionable 

historical hypothesis. Therefore, Chapter One highlights that the scholarly 

contribution as a whole thus far has not satisfactorily addressed the dynamic 

relationship between the Song and Deuteronomy, let alone the Song's relation to 

Genesis-Kings. So as a necessary step to examine the Song's synchronic relation to 

its contexts, I undertake a literary and theological analysis of the Song in Chapter 
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Two which shows the way in which the Song uses pertinent ideas such as creation, 

election, YHWH's supremacy, sovereignty, Israel's salvation history, foreign worship 

and apostasy to bear on the issue of Israel's disloyalty and violation of the central 

command. The Song's emphases of YHWH's power and faithfulness, expressed 

through graphic imagery and emotive language, aim to elicit repentance, while at the 

same time to instil in the readers a sense of hope of divine vindication and restoration. 

With these in perspective, Chapter Three describes how the Song relates to its 

context in Deuteronomy. The chapter begins with a review of current issues in the 

study of Deuteronomy and shows that the old consensus idea of Deuteronomy as a 

programme to demythologise the mode of YHWH's presence has been called into 

question by newer exegesis. In particular, the Deuteronomic idiom "to put his name 

there" (0~ i~~ r;?W~ or 0~ i~~-n~ 01ill7) was shown to be a loan adaptation of 

the Akkadian idiom "to place the name" (suma sakiinu) associated with the 

installation of a victory stele to announce the ownership of the new suzerain. 

Deuteronomy's adaptation of this idiom hence was not to militate against YHWH's 

immanence but to express the notion of his sovereignty and ownership over Israel and 

her land. In line with this, I have argued that the Song does not resonate with notions 

of demythologisation or anti-anthropomorphism, nor is it concerned with a distinction 

between divine transcendence and immanence. Rather, it advocates the idea of 

YHWH's corporeality and shows that the mode of divine presence in fact has not 

been corrected. Therefore, if Deuteronomy were to be a corrective to a theology of 

divine presence, incorporating the Song as part of the book in its final form would be 

self-contradictory. The review then examines how the consensus view of 

Deuteronomy as a document legislating for cult centralisation at the sole worship site 

in Jerusalem has also been challenged. Several scholars have shown that 

Deuteronomy in fact suggests a number of places as prominent worship sites, with 

Mount Ebal appearing to be the first location in which YHWH "places his name." . 

Furthermore, the idea that Deuteronomy bolsters Josiah's regime has also been shown 

to be at odds with its own constitutional law which curbs the king's political and 

financial power (Deut. 16:18-18:22). In my view the contradiction becomes even 

more conspicuous when the Song's silence on cult centralisation, worship place, and 

kingship are taken into consideration. This phenomenon suggests that Deuteronomy's 
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main focus is not cult centralisation, but YHWH' s supreme rule and demand for 

Israel's loyalty. The chapter then moves on to explore how Deuteronomy impresses 

upon the readers its overriding concern for Israel's distinctiveness, undergirded by 

two fundamental principles which Israel must adhere to: the purity of worship and 

centrality of the Torah. The final section of this chapter then shows how these 

principles resonate in the Song. We have seen that the Song, unlike Deuteronomy, is 

neither explicit about the Torah nor interested in the idea of centralisation. It even has 

thematic differences with Deuteronomy. Yet its overall outlook affirms 

Deuteronomy's call for loyalty to YHWH and worship of him alone. In this way, 

both Deuteronomy and the Song share the focus of upholding the First Commandment 

from which all other Commandments and covenantal stipulations derive their 

meanings. Therefore, I argue that the Song expresses the heart of Deuteronomy. It 

does it by fusing its thematic affinities and differences to bear on the Deuteronomic 

demand for covenantal loyalty and worship, and showing how these ideas of loyalty 

and worship must translate into a quality of character in Israel that befits the people of 

YHWH. The significance of the Song to Deuteronomy, hence, cannot be 

overemphasised. That the Song plays a central role of emphasising the necessity of 

obedience is suggested by the idea that it is to be taught to the Israelites (Deut. 31: 19, 

22) in order that it may become an important channel for YHWH' s word to be "very 

near you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may observe it" (Deut. 30: 14). 

In the light of the Song's fundamental emphasis on loyalty, finally, Chapter 

Four looks at how it connects with Genesis-Kings with reference to the themes of 

obedience and worship. In connection with the Pentateuch, I agree with Bernard 

Levinson that the Torah has undergone re-interpretation in order to address new 

contexts and challenges. This re-contextualisation of the laws has been particularly 

illustrated in Deuteronomy's relation to the Book of the Covenant. Despite the 

differences, the Song is able to invite the readers to look beneath the surface to see the 

foundational principle of loyalty to YHWH. As for the subjec~ of worship, I have 

argued that in the final form of the Pentateuch, the importance of particular places of 

worship is relativised. The result is an emphasis on the 'heart' of worship rather than 

the 'place.' This idea resonates well with the Song's primary concern in the sense 

that what counts ultimately is undivided allegiance to YHWH, regardless of whether 

Yahwistic worship was confined to the land or beyond it. Hence, the Song in general 
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affirms this Pentateuchal perspective but crystallises the notion of true worship in 

particular for exilic readers who have got to make sense of their predicament in a 

foreign land. In the same chapter I have also pointed out that the demand for loyalty 

is also pertinent in Joshua-Kings, within which making sense of the thematic 

multiplicity remains a difficult but essential task. But I believe this is where the Song 

can help the readers. The Song's focus on loyalty to YHWH in reality becomes a 

hermeneutical compass by which interrelated themes within the corpus can be brought 

to bear on the significance of obeying the First Command. In this way, the scholarly 

perception of the unity of Joshua-Kings, or "the Deuteronomistic History," justifies 

the question as to how the Song helps us read the narrative as a whole. 

If the Song is understood to be a prophetic criticism of Israel's disloyalty, 

ingratitude, and failure to be a witnessing nation, then Chapter Four would be 

incomplete without a reflection on the Song's "hopeful conclusion," with respect to 

her election and corresponding relation to other nations. No passage in the Old 

Testament, except for the Song, has traced YHWH's choice of Israel back into the 

primeval times. In doing so, moreover, the Song reminds its readers of YHWH's 

sovereignty over all creation. The idea of divine sovereignty becomes significant 

especially towards the end of Kings, in which readers are made aware that Israel's 

devastation was not because YHWH had lost control over history but because of the 

unrighteousness of his people. Allied to the idea oflsrael's election is the question of 

the role of the other nations. The Song's perspective on Israel's military defeat by an 

unnamed enemy affirms generally that any nations can be used as YHWH's 

instruments of wrath against Israel's covenantal rebellion. These nations, through the 

process of being YHWH' s instruments, become witnesses themselves to and of 

YHWH's justice and righteousness. In this sense, we might say that the Song opens 

up an idea which suggests a kind of levelling between Israel and other nations in that 

they were all subject to the same standard ofYHWH's justice (cf. Deut. 32:28-34). 

However, the story of the YHWH-Israel relationship does not stop here but 

goes full circle towards the end of the Song. Readers of Genesis-Kings can take from 

the Song that Israel's destruction does not represent the final destiny for the people of 

YHWH. Rather, it paves the way for her repentance, as well as for YHWH's 

circumcision of her heart which he promises to bring about in the future (Deut. 32:36; 
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cf. 30:6). The "hopeful conclusion" of the Song shows readers that after disloyalty, 

injustice, and unrighteousness have been dealt with, there will be compassion, hope, 

and restoration for Israel at the end. The Song also explains why YHWH would 

finally vindicate and restore Israel's fortunes. In a striking way it attributes the 

reversal of YHWH's action to his concern for his own honour as a faithful and 

superior God (Deut. 32:26-27). The Song's depiction of this divine deliberation 

remains vitally important here because it suggests that even in Israel's darkest history, 

as in the closing narrative of Kings, YHWH has not abandoned his people, and that a 

return to her own land lies within his purpose. 

Therefore, the Song makes important contributions to our reading of 

Deuteronomy and Genesis-Kings in their final form. As an interpretative compass, it 

affirms and critiques our reading of the materials, and even supplies significant 

viewpoints that give us a sense of beginning and closure to the Primary History of the 

people of YHWH in terms of Israel's primeval past and future hope respectively. In 

this sense, the Song is indispensable to a reading of Genesis-Kings. Furthermore, the 

Song's metaphorical depictions of the person of YHWH also supply the readers, in 

the words of Juliana Claassens, with "a rich resource for imagining God."2 In her 

excellent treatment of the function of metaphors in the Song, Claassens argues that 

although some of the metaphors used to describe YHWH seem to contradict each 

other, they are intrinsically connected for rhetorical effect and are brought to their 

fullest expression of YHWH in the Song's summary statement in verse 39.3 One of 

the functions of the contrasting depictions of YHWH's killing and giving life, 

wounding and healing is to point the readers towards the notion of YHWH's freedom 

in that YHWH is free to be who he is.4 

This, I believe, is a significant contribution of the Song to our understanding 

of YHWH as a free and sovereign deity who chooses Israel from the beginning, calls 

them to worship him alone, chooses to punish them and expel them from the land, but 

who also finally chooses to honour them before the world. The idea of YHWH's 

freedom in executing his purpose for the world should warn readers against defining 

2 L. Juliana M. Claassens, "'I Kill and 1 Give Life': Contrasting depictions for God in Deuteronomy 
32," in OTE 18/1 (2005): pp.35-46. 
3 Claassens, "'1 Kill and I Give Life': Contrasting depictions for God in Deuteronomy 32," p.35. 
4 Claassens, "'1 Kill and 1 Give Life': Contrasting depictions for God in Deuteronomy 32," p.43. 
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him in narrow categories simply because the outworking of the divine purpose 

remains unfathomable to human mind (Deut. 29:29). In the light of this, therefore, the 

Song is able to invite the readers to put their trust in YHWH despite the virtually 

hopeless situation, understanding that all events eventually come from the hand of the 

just and righteous God of Israel who destroys but will also ultimately restore. 
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