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.”


Israel did know that the Lord their God was God, and him alone, when they arrived at Mount Sinai first time. But it took an additional 40 years’ schooling for them to be ready to sign the Covenant to love the Lord. According to Hosea’s interpretation the Lord fell in love with them at first sight and married them after forty years’ of bearing all their sins on himself.

We can also see the forty years’ experience in light of Jesus’ death and his resurrection. By then the entire first generation died and the Lord established the Covenant with the second generation who witnessed all the things of the Lord and of their fathers. Now they could confess to love the Lord. This meant they received eternal life as we learn from our Lord Jesus. In his great mercy the Lord their God and our God through Jesus Christ gave them a new birth into a living hope.


In other words, the forty years’ experience of Israel was God’s design just as Jesus’ death was. We should take the story as absolute and the warning for us to enter the rest to love God. If we philosophize it we will end up making our own shrine. We are prompted with the story to pray for ourselves that we may die to our past and be born again into the life which loves the Lord.


Today’s passage of Deuteronomy chapters 12-26 covers the specific rules which Israel was required to follow as they entered the promised land. At the end of today’s passage, in 26:16-19, we find that these were the rules to establish Israel on the Covenant, and we are simply overwhelmed with the finding. Who was Israel that the Lord wanted to marry her, even that eagerly? They were very dirty and filthy as we saw their reality which is reflected in the laws. They were stiff-necked and rebellious who would never learn to repent as we see in the Lord’s own prediction of their rebellion in 31:16. They were exactly like the shrine prostitutes of the pagans. The prostitutes on the street would laugh at their hypocrisy. Yet he wanted to restore her to be his wife. In his unfathomable love for Israel he again reveals himself, and that he did it for us as well as for them. May the Lord establish his Covenant people through this study according to his eternal grace.

1. The designated place: Israel was instructed to first destroy completely all the places of idol worship and wipe out the names of idols as they entered the Lord-given land (12:1-3). The reason of the annihilation of the idol worship was to protect Israel from confusion (12:4). As we learned in the Balaam story in Numbers the pagans worshiped the Lord, however, in their own way. The words “in their way” indicate that they were the initiator and the benefactor. To be precise they worshiped themselves. Annihilation was the only way to begin a new worship.

In order to differentiate Israel from the Canaanites and establish them on the worship of the Lord there was the designation of the place of God’s choice for worship (12:5-7). What difference does the worship of the Lord in the designated place bring to Israel? Though it was symbolic, for God is bigger and greater than a manmade place, Israel could be reminded of his Name and his address (12:5) and so could be guided to the worship of him. Until this time everyone worshiped the Lord “as he sees fit” (12:9) since they did not yet reach the resting place and the inheritance the Lord their God was giving them. 

We learn in the example of how Israel worshiped in the wilderness and how pagans did in their way that the self-generated and self-initiated love fails. We should learn to worship the Lord in Jesus Christ and in his gospel. There cannot be burnout then. It is never too late to learn to worship the Lord rightly for he is ever faithful. Didn’t Hosea prophesy that? Amen, Lord, have mercy on our ministry according to your grace. 

 In 12:15-28 is the explanation that the essence of the designation of the place of worship is never a rule about the place where they were allowed to eat meat. The designation was to help them to worship the Lord himself. Slaughtering the animals to offer to the Lord meant for Israel to eat the meat themselves. If they craved meat they could slaughter animals in any of their towns and eat the meat as much as they wanted. The freedom was necessary as the Lord extended their territory and so many of them lived far away from the designated place to offer sacrifices. However, they must not eat in their own towns the tithe, or the firstborn of their herds and flocks or whatever they had vowed to give or freewill offerings or special gifts (12:17). They were required to eat those things in the designated place. They were also forbidden from eating the blood (12:23) even when they ate meat in their own towns.

In 12:29-32 is the deeper reason to make sure that Israel worshiped the Lord by designating the place. What was the danger from which the Lord intended to protect Israel by giving them a designated place to worship the Lord? Israel would become curious to inquire about the gods of each culture. What was wrong about their inquiry? Read 12:31. “You must not worship the Lord your God in their way, because in worshiping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the Lord hates. They even burn their sons and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods.” The end of the self-initiated religion is curse. 
2.  in regard to leadership, family and community: There are three case laws recorded in chapter 13. They warn about the danger of being led by a dreamer prophet, by family ties or friendship or by a group mentality to worship other gods. It could have been fascinating and tempting to listen to a prophet or one who foretells by dreams, the one who performs a miraculous sign or wonder. Those things appeal to us because they feed our desire. What was the warning against the temptation? Read 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.” Amen, Lord. Help us! Look at 13:6-9. “If your very own brother, or your son or daughter, or the wife you love, or your closest 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.” We may not kill them as Israel did. But we may do as Jesus did to Peter. Jesus said to the apostle, who loved him and who wanted to protect him, “Get behind me, Satan! You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men” (Mk 8:33). The “things of God” is the gospel of Jesus’ death and his resurrection. Let’s come back to Deuteronomy 13:12. The Lord commanded Israel to cut off the towns, which is their own people, when they worship other gods. In the three case laws, the Lord made it clear that they may not mix up the love for the Lord with the love for “these” (Jn 21:15). The Lord was not competing as some fools may think. He was saving the fools.

3.  in regard to the dead, food and harvest: In order to understand chapter 14 we need to read 14:1a, “You are the children of the Lord your God,” and 21b, “But you are a people holy to the Lord your God.” Since they were God’s own they were not bound to the dead (14:1). They would not eat the food unclean to the Lord (14:7) or anything already dead (14:21). The firm command “not to cook a young goat in its mother’s milk” in 14:21b, which we read in the previous books repeatedly, explains the essence of the teachings on the “clean and unclean food” in 14:1-21. It has to do with respect of life and the Lord who created life. We find a similar teaching in 22:6 not to take the mother bird and the young birds or the eggs. God’s children must learn to be loving stewards of his creation. The rules about tithes in 14:22-29 are also for the same intention. Read 14:23b, “so that you may learn to revere the Lord your God always.” The Lord didn’t want his children to become rambunctious when they could enjoy the fruits of their labor. He meant to protect them from self-destruction which comes from self glorification (14:23b, 29b). Are we talking about his love on the less-than-qualified chosen people? Certainly. We cannot fail to see his eternal hope here as well.

4.  in regard to the poor: Chapter 15 is about canceling debts every seventh year, and freeing Hebrew servants in the seventh year and about setting apart every firstborn male. The Hebrew people were required to cancel all debts at the end of every seventh year. That was good news for the debtors but bad news for the creditors. Why did the Lord institute such an unfair law? We find the clue in 15:6, “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.” No matter how sophisticated today’s economy is there is only one rule for the rich to make money. The rich take advantage of the poor. The strong devours the weak. But the Lord wanted his own to live on a totally different principle, that is, by the blessing of the Lord. As we think about the system of canceling debts every seventh year we can say that it doesn’t make sense. The Lord himself predicted that there would be some poor who would take advantage of the rich. So then, the Hebrew was given the teaching of the year of Jubilee that they may learn that the Lord is as real as their money. More than that. They would rule over money, even the world, for they would live only by God’s blessing not by the interest of the poor as the many credit companies do today.

For the same reason of believing in God’s blessing the Hebrews could let go their fellow Hebrews who sold themselves to them in the seventh year. If the Hebrew servant wanted to stay he would be a family member life servant. Obviously it was not easy for the owner of the slave. Why was then the burden given to the hard working people? The answer is in 15:18. “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.” But there was more than the cost and production calculation. Verse 18 continues, “And the Lord your God will bless you in everything you do.” Generosity comes not from wealth as some quote to rationalize their greed. It comes only from faith in God’s blessing.

 The instruction at the end of the teaching about generosity in chapter 15 is about setting apart for the Lord their God every firstborn male of their herds and flocks. The seemingly unrelated topic, however, explains that the essence of the various laws which demand generosity has to do with setting Israel apart for the Lord. By giving you are blessed! It is indeed true, then, it is better to give than to receive.

5.  in regard to the time of the Lord’s deliverance: One of the many things of the Bible which amazes us is that it always keeps perspective of time and history. There are very few who live for tomorrow. But every teaching of the Bible has to do with tomorrow. What amazes me is that there is more in the Bible perspective. Every teaching leads us to the Lord God, to whom time is defied. In the laws in chapter 16 to celebrate the three annual festivals we see that very amazement. Why is the month of Abib specifically designed for the observation of the Passover (16:3b)? It was because in the month of Abib the Lord brought Israel out of Egypt by night. Why was there a demand to reenact the Passover? Read 16:3b, “so that all the days of your life you may remember the time of your departure from Egypt.” After the Passover, or the Feast of the Unleavened Bread, they were to count fifty days and celebrate the Feast of Weeks (16:9), which became known as the Pentecost in New Testament times. For people without God everyday is the same. For God’s own every time is set up in the alarm clock to wake up to God. In the harvest time was the Feast of Tabernacles (16:13). Those without God can only celebrate themselves. They can only see their harvest. They can only remember their labor and their success and their luck. They can only cross their fingers and wish for success in the coming year. But the Hebrews were different. They were instructed to “be joyful” at their Feast. As we read 16:14b we find the difference of their joy. They were to be joyful with their family members and the servants as well as with “the Levites, the aliens, the fatherless and the widows who live in [their] towns.” What does it mean? They would be joyful with those who would eat up their harvest. How could they be joyful when they saw the never-helpful for their wealth? They saw 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” (16:15b). Can we say they lived eternal life when they lived on earth? Can we say we are given the same privilege through Jesus Christ? May we live by God’s time by celebrating his deliverance through Jesus Christ. God’s grace is immeasurable.

6.  in regard to the evil among them: So far the system seems perfect and we cannot imagine anything bad could happen in Israel’s community. But in 16:18-17:7 are the warnings against evil. How could evil come into God’s own community? It can come by 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 (16:19). When a person swallows the poison he becomes like a poisoned rat. He cannot help it. He can only die. Evil can come in to God’s people when people set up something “beside the altar (they) build to the Lord (their) God” (16:21). Evil comes in when God’s people offer an offering which has defect or flaw in it (17:1). Israel must purge the evil from among them (17:7). 

In the teaching about the difficult case we may understand that God’s people are instructed to come back to the word of God listen to him (17:9), until God rises in their hearts (2 Pe 1:19). If there is a man who shows contempt for the word of God he was going to be put to death.

 Moses predicted in 17:14 that Israel would envy other nations and would demand to have a king. That was the invitation of a trouble for a king who himself was a fallen man would, therefore, never be like the Lord their God. But the Lord would bear with Israel’s stupidity. He only required Israelites to appoint a king of God’s choice (17:15). A king is required to make a copy of the Bible by himself and read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God and follow carefully all the words of the law and the decrees and not consider himself better than his brothers and turn from the law to the right or to the left. What a warning for us! We consider ourselves better than others as we learn the Bible. We even become like a small king. We should restudy the Bible until we can respect the Lord and his own children. That is how we can purge evil from among us. Read 17:20b. “Then he and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel.”

7.  to honor priests and prophets: In chapter 18 is the teaching to honor the Lord by providing for the priests (18:5) and by listening to the God appointed prophet (18:18). Israel would provide for the priests by offering God’s portion in their income (18:1-8). Israel would honor the Lord and follow him also by listening to a God’s appointed prophet. The people of other nations listen to the sorcerers, witchcraft, medium or spirits. some even consulted the dead (18:9-13). But Israel would listen to the Lord through a God appointed prophet. How did the listening to the appointed prophet be considered as to fear of the Lord? It was because of the request of the Israelites at the time of God spoke to them from the Mount Sinai (18:16). But a prophet is a human. How would Israel know if the prophet speaks presumptuously? Read 18:22. “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 him.” This teaching was abused by Israel lots of times to denounce God appointed servants and eventually crucified Jesus the Son of God. In other words we should learn from these last words of chapter 18 to fear the Lord rather than to judge others with the teaching. At the heart of the organization of the governing body of the nation of Israel was the fear of the Lord and the trust in the love of the Lord.

8.  to practice justice: That is why there follows the teaching to set aside the cities of refuge. There were three and eventually would grow to six (19:2,9). What was the reason of setting up the cities of refuge? It was to protect any one who killed a man unintentionally. We might ask if the murder is murder anyway. It can not be fair to the family of the victim. As we read 19:10 we find the answer. “Do this so that innocent blood will not be shed in your land, which the Lord your God is giving you as your inheritance, and so that you will not be guilty of bloodshed.” We learn God’s justice is different from the justice we have known, such as the concept of the “justice for all.” We all know that there is no such a thing as the “justice for all” but we often quote it to justify ourselves or condemn others. We can not conceptualize God’s justice for we are talking about God. But we can take an example from 19:5 and learn from it. “For instance, a man may go into the forest with his neighbor to cut wood, and as he swings his ax to fell a tree, the head may fly off and his neighbor and kill him, “ that man may be charged with the charge with the negligence homicide in our court. I had a similar experience when my late mother-in-law died by a car accident. I harbored grudge against the driver who never showed up or called me or my co-worker. I contemplated to sue the city and the police. But 19:6b says differently. It goes, “That man may flee to one of these cities and save his life.” As we learn in the following verses God’s justice never mean to accept evil, murder in the name of the forgiveness. No. It is escaping 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 hand (19:6,10,13,19,21). As we can imagine the suffering of the family of the victim who died by the head of an ax the life of leaving everything in God’s judgment is anything but easy. We should pray that no such a bad thing may happen to us. But we should learn to obey the Lord. 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 (19:13). Some may grumble and ask what the going well means. He should read Romans 8:28-39. He will be given the love of God in our Lord Jesus. That is what the Lord the God of Israel wanted to give his own.  

9.  in war: One of the evils of this world is that there is war. In one of the historical accounts some said there has been only few years when there was no war on earth. There are five things in chapter 20 about how to follow the Lord in the practice of war. They were going to remember that the Lord their God is the one who goes with them to fight for them against their enemies to give them victory (20:4). For the same reason they could be kind and hospitable to those who had to be exempt from going to war, such as the newly married or the weak and faint hearted. If the war depends on men they couldn’t and shouldn’t be sparing anyone no matter what their personal condition might be. For the same reason of following the Lord they could offer peace to their enemies, however, in the cities of the nations the Lord their God was giving them as an inheritance they would leave alive nothing that breathes (20:16). They would be environmentally conscious and protective of the nature and so not destroy trees that bear fruit. 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 falls. How different was the war strategy of God’s people from what we have known today. Today we just blow up everything. In some sense our life is like a war for survival. We should engage in the war for survival with the fear of the Lord, not with rage.  
10.  To purge guilt: In 21:1-9 is the teaching of atonement for an unsolved murder. It was to purge evil from God’s own the guilt of shedding innocent blood. They didn’t ask whose responsibility of the murder was. If that happened they took the responsibility by themselves. That was how they did right in the eyes of the Lord (21:9). We, too, can take full responsibility of all the murderous things which are happening in our midst by holding on to the gospel of the forgiveness of sin. May we do what is right in the eyes of the Lord. Then all things will be well with us. There is a firm instruction to respect a woman captured as a spoil of war (21:10-14), of the right of the son of an unloved wife (21:15-17) and the punishment of a rebellious son (21:18-21). They could be treated otherwise if the people of Israel didn’t fear the Lord. But all these laws were given to purge guilt from the land and from the people of God. For what end? As we learn from 26:16-19 it was for the hope of bring the Covenant nation into the world. In the various laws in 21:22-22:12 we find the same fierce intention not to desecrate the land. Read 22:6,7 to know how fiercely the Lord wanted to establish the Covenant people. “If you come across a bird’s nest beside the road, either in a tree or on the ground, and the mother is sitting on the young or on the eggs, do not take the mother with the young. You may take the young, but be sure to let the mother go, so that it may go well with you and you may have a long life.”

11.  to honor Israel and keep it clean: We learn in the laws regarding marriage violation in 22:13-30 as well as in the laws regarding exclusion from the assembly in 23:1-8 that the Lord wants to honor Israel for they were God’s own. We find the same intention in the laws to keep the camp clean in 23:9-14 from the excrement. The underlying theme of the miscellaneous laws in 23:15-25:19 can be the remembrance of the Lord in every experience of their lives (24:9,18,22; 25:17) 

12.  Firstfruits and tithes: Finally in chapter 26 is the teaching about the offering of the firstfruits and of tithes (26:1-15) to hold on to the Lord and love him more than the blessing.

13.  The words to seal the covenant: We learn in the concluding words in 26:16-19 that all the various and detailed laws in chapters 12-26 as well as of chapters 5-11 was to establish Israel on the Covenant. May we learn to love the Lord for his hope. May his hope be ours as we learn to obey him.

