2007 Deuteronomy Study 2 

SPECIFIC RULES TO ESTABLISH ISRAEL ON THE COVENANT

Deuteronomy 12-26, key verse 12:1 “These are the decrees and laws you must be careful to follow in the land that the LORD, the God of your fathers, has given you to possesses-as long as you live in the land.”

We have been studying how the LORD revealed himself to the Israelites through His deliverance of them from Egypt and the commandments that the LORD had given to them. Though they had failed, the LORD endured them and loved them enough to educate them in the desert for forty years. He also prepared the second generation after the first generation all perished in the desert. His intention of delivering them and leading them to the Promised Land was to create a new people who have a living hope to abide in him and work with him to fulfill his will on the earth. For this, the LORD used Moses to lead them until the time when the Israelites were about to invade the Promised Land. As we know, Moses was not allowed to enter the Promised Land, so he used all the last of his strength to ensure that the people of Israel would follow the LORD’s commandments when they entered the land. 

Deuteronomy chapter 12-26 is about the specific rules which Israel was required to follow as they entered the land. Because of the number of rules that told them what to do and what not to do, the people might feel suffocated. Why did the LORD give so many rules? The LORD was training them as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. YHWH knew they couldn’t keep all the rules, but he had a hope to create a new people who would seek the LORD even though they failed to follow. While these people were trying to follow the rules, they could realize how God’s wonderful love for them was to give these rules. They could find the LORD himself is the hope for them. They could see that the LORD was creating them as the people who were no longer ruled over by sin. By giving them each specific rules, God was giving Israel a way to acknowledge the LORD who accompanies them in their daily lives in order that they might love him, serve him, and worship him with their all of hearts, soul, and strength. I am praying that through this study, we may understand the purpose of the LORD’s rules and regulations is to give us a living hope who is YHWH himself.  May we love and worship the LORD who is our living hope. Amen.  

 Let’s look at 12:1-3. Israel was supposed to destroy all the places of idol worship and wipe out the names of idols as they entered the LORD-given land. Why did they have to do this? Verse 4 says “You must not worship the LORD your God in their way.” Complete destruction of idol worship was for their spiritual protection from confusion. We already know that when some people, like Balaam, worshiped God in their own way they actually worshiped themselves. The Israelites should therefore destroy all places that were different from them in worshiping God. They should designate the place of God’s choice for worship. In other words, they needed guidance to worship the LORD who is almighty and who had brought them out of Egypt. Until that time, everyone worshiped the LORD as they saw fit, since they had not yet reached the resting place and received the inheritance the LORD their God was giving them. Yet even after the instruction was given to them, they may still have had unsolved questions, like what is the worship? Why does the place of worship matter? 

The story of the Samaritan woman may help us to begin to understand. When Jesus met the Samaritan woman, she asked about worship, especially about the place of worship. What was Jesus’ answer to her? “A time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth.” Worship is to rejoice in God. It is the expression of our very life in the LORD. That’s why worship is important. When we worship the LORD, we worship with his hope given us to become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. Then we may find his love in his hope for us. Two days ago, I got the news that I was matched at a good hospital in New York. I was so happy and my wife Shepherdess Hannah was also happy. The LORD has blessed me so much by marrying Hannah and now being matched at the hospital without any failure. But at the same time, while I was preparing this message, I had the question, why is the LORD blessing me with these things? What is the purpose of him to give me such blessings? Does he want something big from me, like doing a great job in his ministry? I became a little scared. When I think about worship, however, I could have an idea of God’s intention and purpose of this blessing. It is to worship God through my life. He wants me to rejoice in the LORD himself, not only the blessing which he has given me. When I only thank God who has given me these blessings, this only satisfies me. The LORD wants me to think about the hope which he has given me through his blessings, that is to worship God, who is our living hope. When the LORD himself becomes our hope, it never dies. It is always alive in our hearts until we return to the LORD. This is what it means to worship the LORD in spirit and truth. Then we may move on to think about why we worship here in a designated place and why we study the Bible and write testimony, even more write message every week as designated rules. Sometimes, these things burden us. But, while we struggle to do so, we are being changed into a new person who will worship YHWH in spirit and truth. This is one example of the LORD’s actualizing his hope. LORD, may help us to find you and worship you as we follow your specific rules. Amen.

 In chapter 13, Moses specifically taught Israel how should they deal with someone who made them worship other gods. There are three cases recorded. Moses warned about a prophet, of family members, or a community. Moses warned the people about these things because they can easily tempt us with fascination or mystery. It is also very hard for us to resist our family members. What was the warning against temptation? Let’s look at 13:3b-4. “The LORD your God is testing you to find out whether you love him with all your heart and with all your soul. It is the LORD your God you must follow, and him you must revere. Keep his commands and obey him; serve him and hold fast to him.” The LORD told them what they do when they were tempted. Let’s look at 13:6-9 “If your very own brother, or your son or daughter, or the wife you love, or your closet friend secretly entices you, saying, ‘Let us go and worship other gods’ (gods that neither you nor your fathers have known, gods of the peoples around you, whether near or far, from one end of the land to the other), do not yield to him or listen to him. Show him no pity. Do not spare him or shield him. You must certainly put him to death. Your hand must be the first in putting him to death, and then the hands of all the people.” As we studied in chapter 12, worshiping the LORD is the expression of our very life which the LORD has given us to enjoy in him. What happens when we worship other gods? There is no more life of the Lord in us. We are ignoring and despising the LORD who owns our life. Worshiping the Lord becomes a matter of life and death. 

Let’s look at chapter 14. Moses talked about the dead, food and harvest. At first, I couldn’t understand why there should be limitations regarding these things. However, 14:1 and 2b teaches us the reason. “You are the children of the LORD your God.” “But you are a people holy to the LORD your God.” They were bound to the LORD who is holy, so they also must be holy in every matter by not eating the food unclean to the LORD or anything already dead. The LORD is teaching us to respect God’s creation by loving them as his stewards. 

The rules about tithes are also for the same intention. Let’s look at 23b “so that you may learn to revere the LORD your God always.” The LORD was helping them to acknowledge and respect the LORD who owns every creature, including themselves. Actually, I believe it is very hard for us to pay attention whether or not our food is clean or unclean as well as the lives of animals.The point of this law is to revere the LORD who made all creatures and who is holy. When we ignore the LORD’s holiness in us, we are no longer bound to him. LORD, may help us to revere your name by keeping your holy commandments in our life. Amen. 

 Chapter 15 is about the canceling of debts every seventh year, about freeing Hebrew servants in the seventh year and about setting apart every firstborn male. When I read this part, it seemed unfair. It seemed too much sacrifice for the creditors and masters. However, I could see the LORD’s intention for this rule. Let’s look at 4 and 6 “there should be no poor among you, for in the land the LORD your God is giving you to possess as your inheritance, he will richly bless you.”  “For the LORD your God will bless you as he has promised, and you will lend to many nations but will borrow from none. You will rule over many nations but none will rule over you.” The LORD wanted them to see him who is the reward himself for Israel. Moreover, the LORD was helping them to rule over the material things rather than to be ruled by them. The LORD himself should be everything for the people of Israel. That’s why the LORD commanded the Israel to let their servant free and offer the firstborn male of their herds and flocks. 

Regarding the freeing of Hebrew servants, they could do that believing the LORD who would bless them again. Moreover, the LORD commanded them to remember that they had been slaves of Egypt and the LORD redeemed them. Let’s look at verse 18 “Do not consider it a hardship to set your servant free, because his service to you these six years has been worth twice as much as that of a hired hand. And the LORD will bless you in everything you do.” Generosity could come when they had faith in the LORD’s blessing. When I and Hannah first got married, we moved into the center. I thought it didn’t matter where we lived because I am with her in God. However, it has not been easy, because we have to share our daily life, our food and time with others. But through this I could find one truth that the LORD is giving me more when I give to others. Until now, me and Hannah haven’t have any problem in surviving, and the LORD provided the best things for us. Through this, I could have learned the generosity in the LORD and it could become alive in my heart. LORD, may help us to believe in your blessing in our life. Amen. 

 Let’s now take a look at the LORD’s teaching setting apart every firstborn male of their herds and flocks for the LORD. Every first thing is very precious for us. How happy are we when we get our first paycheck or our first sheep. Could you give those fruits to the LORD with joy? Most of us would have hard time to do that. I remember I had a hard time when I offered the first fruit. How might we do this with willingness and happiness? Of course, this teaching has the same intention behind it. It tells the truth that the LORD himself is the reward and the most precious thing for us. When we abide in this truth, we can give our first fruits to the LORD willingly. It also increases our faith and trust in the LORD who provides all things for us. By giving we are blessed. Amen. 

In chapter 16, the LORD commanded them to celebrate 3 feasts; the Feast of Unleavened bread, the Feast of Weeks and the Feast of Tabernacle. These three Feasts were made to commemorate the LORD’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt. By celebrating these feasts the LORD was helping the Israelites to have a historical perspective as the LORD’s people. Every time they celebrated, they could remember the LORD who brought them out of Egypt, the land of slavery and and who dwelt among them in the tabernacle with his glory and grace. That’s why the Feast of the Passover was set specifically in the Month of Abib when the LORD brought Israel out by night. And through the Feast of Weeks and Feast of Tabernacle, the Israelites could rejoice in the LORD who would provide them every need for their survival in the Promised Land. They could see the LORD’s blessing in their harvest. “For the LORD your God will bless you in all your harvest and in all the work of your hands, and your joy will be complete.” Sometimes, we are put in situations in which we feel that we cannot survive another day. It seems our future is filled with dark clouds. Could we enjoy that situation? The LORD is commanding us to see who the LORD is. He brought you out of darkness and has been leading us this far. When we truly acknowledge the LORD who has done all of these things, we could enjoy our life and be happy, though we are in extreme suffering. Moreover, our hearts will be filled with the hope of life filled with glory like when the Lord delivered Israel from Egypt with his mighty hand. LORD, please help us to see your hope and glory while we remember what you have done for us. Amen. 

 In chapter 17, the LORD is warning against the evil things in the Israelite community. How could evil come into God’s own community? One way is through a bribe. A bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists the words of the righteous, perverts justice and leads a man to show partiality. A man could become addicted to this and would have to pay alot for regaining his right judgment before the LORD. Evil also could come when people set up something “beside the altar they build to the LORD their God”. Evil comes in when God’s people offer an offering which has a defect or flaw in it. Israel must purge the evil from among them. When we look at our society, we may see so many evil things. In every field, there must be some dark side, like bribe. In my case as doctor, we are exposed to get commission from pharmaceutical company. It is very hard to resisting accepting it. I also had a experience in Korea while I was working as public health doctor. When we do accept it, it paralyzes our conscious and judgment in the LORD. It is the beginning of corruption. So we need to purge those things from the beginning. 

 Moses predicted in 17:4 that Israel would envy other nations and would demand to have a king. This signals trouble, for a king who himself was a fallen man would, therefore, never be like the LORD their God. However, the LORD would hear them and appoint a king for them. The king would be required to make a copy of the Bible by himself and read it all the days of his life, so that he might learn to revere the LORD his God and follow carefully all laws and the decrees. He should not consider himself better than his brother or turn from the law to the right or to the left. We should learn how we can be God’s servant who purges evil from among us. The words from the LORD help us  to find ourselves as sinners before the LORD, and help to make our judgment clear and right. 

Chapter 18 is about the teaching to honor the LORD by providing for the priests and by listening to God’s appointed prophets. Israel would provide for the priests by offering God’s portion of their income. Israel would honor the LORD and follow him also by listening to God’s appointed prophets. The people of other nations listen to the sorcerers, witchcraft, medium or spirits. Some even consulted the dead. Moreover, there are many who proclaim themselves as the Messiah, and they tempt many people. However Israel would listen to the LORD through a God-appointed prophet. It was because of the request of the Israelites at the time that God spoke to them from Mount Sinai. How could listening to the appointed prophet be considered as the fear of the LORD? The LORD gave them instructions to discern which prophets spoke the words from the LORD. Let’s look at 22 “If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the LORD does not take place or come true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken. That prophet has spoken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of them.” We may learn that we need to honor the LORD in the fear and love of him through these teachings. There are many people who claim themselves to be the Christ, and many people follow them. Whenever I face that kind of people, I think, how couldn people not discern a false Christ? But when reading this passage, I realized it is because they listen to the words of the man, not the words from God. When we don’t listen to God, we listen to others. So we need to make effort to keep listening to God in the fear of him. LORD, may help us to listen to you and speak your words, so that all of us may walk with you. Amen.  

The LORD then commanded them to set aside the cities of refuge. There were three and these would eventually grow to six. What was the reason for building the cities of refuge? It was to protect anyone who killed a man unintentionally. We may ask, how could we know some one killed a man by accident? This has potential to be abused by someone. How also could one console the victim’s family when they couldn’t do anything about the killer? When we think about all these questionable things, this commandment to set aside the cities of refuge seems unfair. However, we need to see the deep intention of the LORD for this commandment. God’s conception of justice is not the same of ours. Let’s look at 19:6b “That man may flee to one of these cities and save his life.” As we learn in the following verses, God’s justice never means to accept evil or murder in the name of forgiveness. It is rather to escape into the cities of refuge until God’s judgment comes. Jesus our Lord has become the City of Refuge for us by being crucified for our sins on the cross. We should meet one another in the Lord Jesus and leave the final judgment in God’s hands. A Christian should never practice vengeance. If he does, he will be lost into the place where God is not. But if he does, all things will go well with him. 

In chapter 20, the LORD gave them teachings regarding war, how they should follow the LORD in the practice of war. They should remember that the LORD is the one who goes with them to fight for them against their enemies and give them victory. They should be kind and hospitable to those who were exempt from going to war, such as the newly married or the weak and faint hearted. Following the LORD also meant they could offer peace to their enemies. On the other hand, in the cities of the nations the LORD their God was giving them as an inheritance, they would leave alive nothing that breathes. They would be environmentally conscious and protective of the nature and so not destroy trees that bear fruits. They would cut down trees that were not fruit trees. They would use them to build siege works until the city at war with them would fall. These things they could follow only if they feared the LORD and believed in the LORD who rules over wars. Even our daily lives are like a war for survival. The LORD is the only way that guarantees our victory. May the LORD bless us have victory in every war of life. Amen.  

 In 21:1-9 is the teaching of atonement for an unsolved murder. This teaching was given to purge evil from God’s own the guilt of shedding innocent blood. They didn’t ask whose responsibility the murder was. That was how they did right in the eyes of the LORD. LORD please help us to be responsible for our sin and learn your forgiveness of sin in your atonement. Amen. There is a firm instruction to respect a woman captured as a spoil of war, of the right of the son of an unloved wife, and the punishment of a rebellious son. What was the intention of all these laws? They were given to purge guilt from the land and from the people of God. It was also to for the hope of bringing the Covenant nation into the world. 

When we read about all these laws, we may find the same truth why the LORD was giving all those teachings and laws. The LORD was bringing Israel into the land as the Covenant people. That’s why all those things were needed for them to acknowledge the LORD to bring the LORD’s righteousness into the world. In other words, the LORD called them to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation in order to bring salvation into this world through his suffering and sacrificial love. However, we all know that the LORD knew they would fail in their life in the Promised Land. Then how could it be possible to bring salvation into this world? Through this, we may reach the truth the LORD is YHWH who is a living hope. Through these specific rules which YHWH has given us, we may live toward hope, and this hope is becoming alive in us. We can live our daily life by abiding in YHWH who has become the living hope for us. We may still have confusion who is YHWH and what is hope. I still don’t have clear idea either. But the LORD has been helping us to understand how he revealed himself to the Israelites and how he gave his hope for the Israelites by giving them the specific rules to them. I pray that God will help us to have the clear idea of the meaning of life in him, that is to worship him in the hope which is YHWH himself. Amen. 

