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ABSTRACT 
The destruction of the nations and the promise of return: Herme-
neutical observations on the book of Deuteronomy 
Many Israelis, but also many Christian Palestinians, today understand the 
current conflict around the possession of the land in a Bible-oriented way. 
They associate it with the radical destruction of all inhabitants of the land 
and its subsequent occupation as it is formulated in Deuteronomy, namely 
as an instruction of God, and as portrayed in the book of Joshua, namely 
as an historical event. This typologising form of common hermeneutics 
contradicts both modern historiography on ancient Israel and the historic-
critical exegesis of the two books as well as their interpretation in Jewish 
tradition. The campaign of the twelve-tribe nation under Joshua and the 
destruction of the peoples of Canaan is a theological, fictitious image of 
radical trust in God, which was designed under King Josiah for mythical 
ancient times. Neither the laws on warfare nor the promises of return in a 
synchronically read Deuteronomy know about any future violent conquest 
of the land of Canaan. The article analyses Israel's relation to the 
inhabitants of the land, especially in chapters 29-30, which are decisive 
for Moses’ vision of the future. Based on this analysis, it develops the 
hermeneutics of Deuteronomy for the directives on the destruction of the 
nations. Applying these directives typologically proves to be ruled out, 
both for the wars following the conquest of the land and for the return of 
Israel from exile. 
 
 

                                        
*For further information see my article “Die Völkervernichtung und die Rückkehr 
Israels ins Verheißungsland. Hermeneutische Bemerkungen zum Buch Deutero-
nomium”, 2001. My appreciation to Hanneke Friedl for the English Translation. 
This article was delivered at the Propent congress in Hammanskraal during August 
2003 in the framework of an official co-operation agreement between the 
universities of Vienna and Pretoria. Prof Braulik is an associate of the department 
of Old Testament Studies at the University of Pretoria. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Fifty-five years after the founding of the modern state of Israel, the 
conflict between its Jewish and Arab populations is still sparked off by the 
question: “Whom does the land belong to?” (Cf., e.g., Nieswandt 1998). 
That which is special about this confrontation, that which sets it apart from 
other apparently similar situations, is the fact that the Bible, especially the 
Hebrew Tanach or the Old Testament, also plays an important part in the 
conflict between Israel and Palestine. This applies for both sides. The 
Israelis realise this whether they read the Tanach – the Hebrew Bible – 
mediated by the Talmudic and Rabbinic tradition, or consider it their 
secular national literature. We however quite often forget that on the other, 
that is, on the Palestinian side, there are not only Muslims but also many 
Arabic Christians and that they, too, consider the Old Testament as Holy 
Scripture. In the following, I will omit the aspect of its importance for the 
Muslim majority of the Arabs. Thus the two parties, Israelis and Christian 
Arabs, meet each other in the sphere of the Old Testament. 
 Concerning the occupation of Palestine, the biblical books of Deute-
ronomy and Joshua especially come into question. Deuteronomy even 
develops a specific theology of military dedication to destruction for the 
war of conquest of the land, which is recounted in the Book of Joshua. The 
Book of Joshua subsequently gives a detailed report on how this conquest 
and settlement as well as the destruction of the inhabitants took place, on 
how they were performed on the command of God.  
 The Israeli people who today read in the Bible about the promise of 
the land to their nation, at least partly interpret the story of the fight of 
Joshua and his twelve tribes as an encouragement to fight for the land 
themselves, because not only it is a right to settle there, but, according to 
the Torah, even a duty. As a result, the Palestinians are only too easily 
identified with the erstwhile inhabitants of the land. It seems to be widely 
forgotten that the classical Jewish interpretational tradition – compare 
Moses Maimonides – was of a different opinion. The books of Deuterono-
my and Joshua are also read to the Christian Palestinians as their own 
history. Suddenly, they see themselves as being forced into the role of the 
seven peoples of Canaan, who were destroyed by Joshua on the command 
of God. As much as the ways of understanding of both Israelis and Chris-
tian Palestinians might ultimately contradict each other, they nevertheless 
resemble each other in their basic approach. Both sides read the destruc-
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ti o n of t h e n ati o n s a n d t h e p r o mi s e of r et u r n i n t h e b o o k s of D e ut er o n o m y 
a n d J o s h u a “t y p ol o gi c all y ”. N or b ert L o hfi n k wr ot e a n e x c ell e nt arti cl e o n 
t h e t h e m e i n 1 9 9 7. H e e x pl ai ns t his i nt er pr et ati o n as f oll ows: “... w h e n t h e 
I sr a elit es fir st e nt er e d i nt o t h eir l a n d, t hi s w as t h e ‘t y p e’ of a n e v e nt t h at 
t o d a y r e c ur s as ‘ a nti-t y p e’, n a m el y t h e s ettli n g of a p e o pl e c h o s e n b y G o d 
i n t his l a n d of P al esti n e. T h er ef or e, a c c or di n g t o t h e t y p ol o gi c al p oi nt of 
vi e w, t hi n g s s h o ul d h a p p e n t o d a y as t h e y u s e d t o h a p p e n l o n g a g o. T h e 
or d er s t h at G o d g a v e t h e n, ar e t h e s a m e e v e n f or t o d a y ” ( L o hfi n k 1 9 9 7: 
8f) 1 . T h e J e wi s h s ettl er s c a n l e giti m at e t h eir p o siti o n b y t h e s a m e t o k e n as 
t h e C hri sti a n P al esti ni a n s c a n f e el t h e ms el v es r ej e ct e d b y t hi s Ol d T est a-
m e nt. A n d b ot h gr o u p s c a n fi n d t h e m oti v ati o n f or t h eir c o m mit m e nt t o 
G o d- or d ai n e d vi ol e n c e ri g ht h er e 2 . 

 T his  c o m m o n  h er m e n e uti cs  i s  i n c orr e ct,  a n d  I  will  s u b s e q u e ntl y  
f al sif y it f r o m t h e st a n d p oi nt of t h e b o o k of D e ut er o n o m y. C o n c er ni n g t h e 
hist or y of l a w, its bl u e pri nt f or w orl d a n d s o ci et y I c o nsi d er t o b e t h e l ast – 
i n a n y e v e nt t h e h er m e n e uti c all y d e cisi v e – w or ds of M os es i n t h e P e nt a-
t e u c h. T h e y als o tr e at t h e w ars of c o n q u est a n d d estr u cti o n t h at Isr a el f o u g ht 
o n t h eir e ntr y i nt o t h e pr o mis e d l a n d ( L o hfi n k 2 0 0 3). T his is a r es ult of t h e 
j u di ci al s elf-i m a g e of D e ut er o n o m y. I will st art wit h a f e w hist ori c al a n d 
lit er ar y- hist ori c al r e m ar ks  o n  t h e d estr u cti o n  of  t h e n ati o ns,  t h e ḥ ē r e m of  
D e ut er o n o m y.  I  c a n  h o w e v er  k e e p  t h es e  r e m ar ks  s h or t,  b e c a us e  t his  is  a  
w ell-r es e ar c h e d t h e m e ( cf., f u n d a m e nt all y, L o hfi n k 1 9 8 2. F urt h er m or e e. g. 
Ni dit c h 1 9 9 3; K a n g 1 9 8 9; St er n 1 9 9 1; S c h äf er- Li c ht e n b er g er 1 9 9 4; N els o n 

                                        
1   “... al s di e I sr a elit e n er st m al s i n i hr L a n d ei n z o g e n, er ei g n et e si c h d er ‘ T y p o s’ 
ei n e s  G e s c h e h e n s,  d a s  i n  u n s er e n  T a g e n  al s  ‘ A ntit y p o s’  wi e d er k e hrt.  E s  i st  di e  
Ei n w a n d er u n g ei n e s v o n G ott er w ä hlt e n V ol k e s i n di e s e s L a n d P al ä sti n a, d a m al s 
wi e h e ut e. D e s h al b gilt n a c h d er t y p ol o gi s c h e n Si c ht: Wi e e s d a m al s v or si c h gi n g, 
s oll e s a u c h h e ut e v o n st att e n g e h e n. W a s G ott d a m al s a n W ei s u n g g a b, d a s i st a u c h 
s ei n e W ei s u n g f ür h e ut e ”. 

2   T h e f a ct t h at s o ci al or p u bli c i nt er e st s c a n al s o cr e at e a s p e cifi c i nt er pr et ati o n 
of t e xt s wit h C hri sti a n r e a d er s of o ur ti m e s a n d t h at e x e g e si s t h er ef or e s h o ul d n ot 
b e p ur el y dir e ct e d t o w ar d s r e c e pti o n a e st h eti c s, b ut al s o b e criti c al of i d e ol o g y a n d 
c a uti o u s  a g ai n st  t h e  m er gi n g  of  h ori z o n s,  w a s  e x c ell e ntl y  ill u str at e d  b y  D ei st  
( 1 9 9 4),  u si n g  t h e  e x a m pl e  of  t h e  n ai v el y  r e ali sti c  r e a di n g  of  D e ut er o n o m y  b y  
Afri k a a n s s p e a ki n g C al vi ni st S o ut h Afri c a n s. T hi s r e a di n g cr e at e d a s p e ci al f e eli n g 
of  c h o s e n n e s s i n t h e m. It f urt h er m or e f or m e d t h e b a si s of  a p art h ei d a s a n at ur al 
or d er  i n stit uti o n ali s e d  b y  G o d  a n d  it  a ut h ori s e d  r a ci st  di s cri mi n ati o n,  t h e  
pr o hi biti o n of mi x e d m arri a g e s a s w ell a s t h e o c c u p ati o n of t h e w h ol e l a n d a s G o d-
or d ai n e d. 
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1 9 9 7). I n t h e m ai n p art of t h e p a p er, I will d e al wit h t h e c h a pt ers w hi c h ar e 
d e cisi v e f or o ur t h e m e, n a m el y 2 9- 3 0, i n w hi c h I will b e i nt er pr eti n g t h e 
gi v e n  e n d  t e xt.  I  will  t h us  m et h o d ol o gi c all y  b e  m o vi n g  o n  a  s y n c hr o ni c  
l e v el.  I n  t his  pr o c ess,  I  t a k e  i nt o  a c c o u nt  b ot h  t h e  i ntr at e xt u al  cr oss-
r ef er e n c es a n d t h e s e q u e n c e of r e a di n g wit hi n t h e b o o k, w hi c h is d esi g n e d t o 
f or m a u nifi e d str u ct ur e of m e a ni n g. 

2  R E M A R K S  O N  T H E  HI S T O R Y  O F  T H E  ḥ ē r e m -C O M M A N D 
I N D E U T E R O N O M Y  

D es pit e  all  s ci e ntifi c  c o ntr o v er si es  ar o u n d  a n ci e nt  I sr a el,  v e h e m e ntl y  
c arri e d o ut t o d a y, o n e f a ct r e m ai n s cl e ar a n d u n di s p ut e d: hi st ori c all y, t h er e 
n e v er  w as  a n y  c o n q u e st  of  t h e  l a n d  t h at  t o o k  pl a c e  a mi dst  i m p eri alisti c  
t err or a n d a c c or di n g t o a milit ar y str at e g y of d estr u cti o n. S u c h a c o n q u est 
i s a n i d e al c o n str u ct. T h e d e ut er o n o mi c ḥ ē r e m- c o m m a n d a n d t h e a c c o u nt s 
i n t h e b o o k of J o s h u a a b o ut t h e w ar s of c o n q u est w er e writt e n m or e t h a n 
h alf  a  mill e n ni u m aft er  t h e  e m er g e n c e  of  I sr a el  ( cf.  e. g.  L o hfi n k  1 9 9 2).  
T h e  ol d er  el e m e nt s  of  tr a diti o n  w hi c h  t h e y  pr o b a bl y  c o nt ai n  w er e  d eli-
b er at el y r e writt e n, s yst e m ati s e d a n d g e n er ali s e d. B y t h e ti m e t h at t h e b asi c 
c o n c e pt u alis ati o n f or t h e b o o k of J os h u a  h a d t a k e n pl a c e, at t h e e n d of t h e 
m o n ar c hi c  p eri o d  u n d er  ki n g  J o si a h  i n  t h e  s e v e nt h  c e nt ur y,  I sr a el  h a d  
alr e a d y l o st al m o st all of it s l a n d a g ai n; o nl y J er u s al e m a n d t h e r e gi o n s of 
J u d a h s urr o u n di n g it, h a d r e m ai n e d. At t h e ti m e, t h e t e xt s a b o ut t h e ḥ ē r e m-
w ar s w er e d esi g n e d – as N or b ert L o hfi n k ( 1 9 8 2) writ es – i niti all y as a ki n d 
of lit er a r y c o u nt er- p r o p a g a n d a t o t h e As s yri a n e x p a n si o n, a n d a c c or di n g 
t o  t h e p att er n  of  c ert ai n  T o p oi  of  As s yri a n  r o y al  i n s cri pti o n s. I n  t h e s e-
v e nt h c e nt ur y B C E, t h e As s yri a n s h a d cr e at e d a n e n or m o u s e m pir e. Wit h a 
d e gr e e of br ut alit y t h at u ntil t h e n h a d b e e n u n h e ar d of i n t h e A n ci e nt N e ar 
E ast, t h e y d e p ort e d or e v e n d estr o y e d w h ol e n ati o n s. F or t h eir pr o p a g a n d a, 
t h e y i n s pir e d f e ar of a p pr o a c hi n g t err or i n t h e p e o pl e w h o m t h e y s u bj e ct e d 
or w a nt e d t o s u bj e ct. T hi s i m p eri ali sti c a n d vi ol e nt r h et ori c w as t h e di s-
g ui s e f or a s u b st a nti all y m or e c a uti o u s p oliti c al pr a xi s. I n or d er t o i m m u-
ni s e t h e h alf-i n d e p e n d e nt v as s al st at e of J u d a h a g ai n st t hi s ki n d of p s y c h o-
l o gi c al w arf ar e of t h e As s yri a n s a n d at t h e s a m e ti m e dis c o ur a g e p ot e nti al 
a d v er s ari es,  t h e  b o o k  of  D e ut er o n o m y  h a d  d esi g n e d  it s  o w n  str at e g y  of  
d estr u cti o n f or t h e e arl y hi st or y of I sr a el, si mil arl y dri p pi n g wit h bl o o d. 
T h e b o o k of J o s h u a a d d e d st ori es of vi ol e nt a cti o n s c arri e d o ut b y Y a h-
w e h.  At  t h e  s a m e  ti m e,  t h e  a ut h or s  t o o k  c ar e  n ot  t o  l e giti mi s e  t h e  d e-
str u cti o n  of  ot h er  p e o pl es  i n  t h eir  c urr e nt  ti m e  wit h  t hi s  c o u nt er- pr o p a-
g a n d a.  T h e  w ar  of  d estr u cti o n  t o o k  pl a c e  o nl y  o n c e,  i n  t h e  a cti o ns  of  
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J o s h u a,  ri g ht  at  t h e  b e gi n ni n g.  N o w,  i n  t h eir  pr es e nt  ti m e,  c o m p ar a bl e  
e v e nt s w er e n o l o n g er t o t a k e pl a c e. T o g u ar a nt e e t hi s, t h e l a ws o n w arf ar e 
( Dt  2 0)  w er e  a d d e d  i nt o  t h e  t h e n  e xi sti n g  v er si o n  of  D e ut er o n o m y.  F or  
t h eir ti m e, t h es e l a ws w er e u n e q u all e d i n t h eir h u m a n e n es s. T h e y cl e arl y 
di sti n g ui s h b et w e e n t h e fir st c o n q u est of t h e l a n d i n t h e d a ys of pi o n e eri n g 
a n d  t h e n or m al  w ar s  i n  w hi c h  I sr a el w o ul d  l at er  b e i n v ol v e d. T h er ef or e 
t h e y e x pli citl y n a m e t h e C a n a a nit e p e o pl es w h o w er e s u bj e ct t o t h e ḥ ē r e m-
r ul es, a n d w h o h a d l o n g b e e n e xti n ct b y t h e e n d of t h e s e v e nt h c e nt ur y. At 
t h e s a m e ti m e, a str at e g y of d estr u cti o n a g ai n st a n y ot h er n ati o n i s u n e q ui-
v o c all y r ej e ct e d. H a d t h e r ui n of t h e C a n a a nit es b e e n m e a nt as a r ul e f or 
all  ti m es,  t h e  D e ut er o n o mi c  l a w  w o ul d  h a v e  i m p o s e d  a  d e m a n d  w hi c h  
alr e a d y  t h e n  w o ul d  h a v e  b e e n  o b s ol et e.  Hist ori c all y  s e e n,  D e ut er o n o m y  
alr e a d y m u st h a v e c o m mitt e d it s fir st a d dr es s e es t o s o m et hi n g ot h er t h a n a 
w ar of d estr u cti o n. A n d i n d e e d, it s milit a nt p oliti c al t h e ol o g y w a s m e a nt 
m et a p h o ri c all y a n d al s o s pi rit u all y 3 . I n t h e li g ht of t h e Ass yri a n t hr e at t o 
I sr a el’ s  e xi st e n c e,  t hi s  t h e ol o g y  c all e d  f or  a n  u n c o m p r o mi si n g  t r u st  i n  
G o d .  T h e  vi ol e nt,  r a di c al  c o n q u est  of  t h e  l a n d  t h u s  b e c o m es  a n  i m a g e  
r e pr es e nti n g t h e ki n d of r a di c alit y t h at i s b asi c all y r e q uir e d i n f ait h. T hi s 
r a di c al n es s i n t ur n i m pli es t h at G o d i s all o w e d a n d tr u st e d t o d o hi s w or k 
i n hi st or y. I n t h e s a m e w a y, t h e b o o k of J o s h u a, u si n g a gr a n d o p e ni n g 
s a g a  wit h  e xt e n si v e  s y m b oli c  d es cri pti o n s,  i n si n u at es  t o  it s  a d dr es s e es:  
G o d g a v e t hi s l a n d t o y o u. Y o u c o ul d k e e p it a n d e v e n r e g ai n t h o s e l ar g e 
p art s  t h at y o u  h a v e m e a n w hil e l o st, if  o nl y y o u  w o ul d  r a di c all y tr u st  i n  
hi m. H e c o n q u er s all hi s a d v er s ari es f or t h e s a k e of t h o s e w h o b eli e v e i n 
hi m.  

3  T H E  S I T U A TI O N  O F  A D D R E S S  I N  T H E  FI C TI TI O U S 
S P E E C H E S O F M O S E S 

I n t h e w orl d of M os es’ s p e e c h es, r e c o u nt e d b y D e ut er o n o m y, t h e str u ct ur e 
of a d dr ess e es is hi g hl y r efl e cti o n al. W h e n M os es pr o cl ai ms l a ws wit hi n t h e 
b o o k of D e ut er o n o m y , h e a dr ess es a n Isr a el w hi c h m at ur e d d uri n g t h e E x o-
d us fr o m E g y pt a n d t h e d es ert w a n d eri n gs, a n d w hi c h is n o w g at h er e d i n 
M o a b.  H e  d o es  n ot  h o w e v er  a d dr ess  t h e  a ct u al  r e a d ers  of  D e ut er o n o m y,  
n a m el y t h e J u d ai c p o p ul ati o n i n B a b yl o ni a n e xil e. O n e h as t o l o o k cl os er at 
t his fi cti o n of a d dr ess. M ost of t h es e l a ws ar e p er m a n e ntl y eff e cti v e aft er 

                                        
3    Cf  t h e  s u m m ar y  of  B o v atti  ( 1 9 9 4:  8 8- 1 0 7),  writt e n  wit h  e x e g eti c al  a n d  
t h e ol o gi c al  c o m p et e n c e.  M c D o n al d  ( 2 0 0 3: 1 0 8- 1 2 3)  s e e s  t h e  ḥ ē r e m  i n  t h e  
l e gi sl ati o n of c h a pt. 7 “ a s a n e x pr e s si o n of d e v ot e d l o v e ”. 
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t h eir pr o m ul g ati o n a n d ar e t h er ef or e bi n di n g f or all f ut ur e g e n er ati o ns w h o 
wis h  t o  i d e ntif y  t h e ms el v es  wit h  t h e  Isr a el  of  t h e  E x o d us  a n d  t h e  H or e b  
T h e o p h a n y. S o m e of t h e m h o w e v er ar e e x pli citl y c o n n e ct e d t o t h e l a n d a n d 
a p pl y o nl y t h er e. N o w t h e c o m m a n ds or st at e m e nts c o n c er ni n g t h e d estr u c-
ti o n of t h e i n h a bit a nts of t h e l a n d ar e d efi nit el y c o nfi n e d t o t h e ti m e of t h e 
c o n q u est u n d er M os es a n d J os h u a 4 . F or t h e r e a d er s of t h e b o o k s of D e ut e-
r o n o m y a n d J o s h u a t h e y alr e a d y b el o n g t o t h o s e a n ci e nt ti m es w hi c h w er e 
t ol d  a b o ut  a n d  r e c all e d.  It  is  n ot  s ai d  t h at  t h e y  c a n  cl aim  a n y  v ali dit y  
c e nt uri es l at er i n a si ml ar sit u ati o n. T o b e pr e cis e, t h e y ar e n o r e al “l a ws ”, 
b ut i n str u cti o n s f or a cti o n i n a u ni q u e hi st ori c sit u ati o n. O n a pr a g m ati c 
l e v el, t h e t e c h ni q u e of a d dr es s r e a c h es its g o al o nl y i n c h a pt er s 2 9- 3 0, f or 
n o w it c o n c er n s t h e a ct u al r e a d er s hi p of D e ut er o n o m y, n a m el y t h e J u d e a n s 
i n B a b yl o ni a n e xil e.  

  I n or d er t o pr e v e nt t h es e a ct u al r e a d ers fr o m b ei n g i d e ntifi e d wit h t h e 
a d dr ess e es i n M o a b i n a n u n diff er e nti at e d w a y, a n d f urt h er m or e t o c o n v e y 
t h e t e m p or al diff er e n c e b et w e e n t h es e t w o a u di e n c es – t h at is, t h e n arr ati v e 
a u di e n c e  of  M os es  a n d  t h e  r e al,  pr es e nt-ti m e  list e n ers  –  t h e  t e xt-i nt er n al  
n arr at or  of  t h e  b o o k  r e p e at e dl y  i nt err u pts  t h e  s p e e c h es  of  M os es.  His  
i nt erj e cti o ns ar e n ot c o nfi n e d t o i nt err u pti o ns of s p e e c h ( e. g. i n 3 1: 1), b ut 
als o  pr o vi d e  a d diti o ns  i n  c o nt e nt  as  w ell  as  c orr e cti o ns  of  cit ati o ns  of  
M os es’ s p e e c h es a n d e v e n of w or ds of G o d q u ot e d b y M os es.  

  I w a nt t o es p e ci all y n a m e t w o of t h es e i nt erj e cti o ns, si n c e t h e y bri n g i n 
t h e “ d estr u cti o n of t h e n ati o ns a n d c o n q u est of t h e l a n d ” i n c h a pt er 2, e v e n 
b ef or e M os es r e c a pit ul at es t h e ḥ ē r e m- w ar of Isr a el a g ai nst t h e t w o A m orit e 
ki n gs a n d t h e c o n q u est of Tr a nsj or d a n. T h es e ar e t h e i ns erti o ns 2: 1 0- 1 2 a n d 
2: 2 0- 2 3 , w hi c h ar e oft e n s e e n as gl oss es of a n ar c hi vist. I q u ot e 2: 1 2: 

“ H orit es u s e d t o li v e i n S eir, b ut t h e d es c e n d a nt s of Es a u dr o v e t h e m 
o ut. T h e y d estr o y e d t h e H orit es fr o m b ef or e t h e m a n d s ettl e d i n t h eir 
pl a c e,  j u st  as  I sr a el  di d  i n  t h e  l a n d  t h e  L or d  g a v e  t h e m  as  t h eir  
p oss essi o n ”. 

T h es e t e xts alr e a d y l o o k b a c k o n t h e c o n q u est of t h e l a n d a cr oss a p eri o d of 
ti m e. Wit h t h eir i nf or m ati o n a b o ut t h e f ut ur e n ei g h b o urs of Isr a el, t h e y s et 
u p t h e t h esis t h at t h e n ati o ns ( 2: 1 2, 2 3) or e v e n Y a h w e h hi ms elf ( 2: 2 1, 2 2) 
h a v e al w a ys d estr o y e d w h o e v er h a p p e n e d t o b e t h e pr e vi o us i n h a bit a nts of a 

                                        
4   T h e f oll o wi n g t e xt s ar e c o n c er n e d: 2: 2 4- 3 6; 3: 1- 7; 3: 2 1- 2 2; 4: 3 8; 7 *; 8: 2 0; 
9: 1- 6; 1 2: 2 9- 3 1; 1 9: 1; 2 0: 1 6- 1 8; 2 5: 1 7- 1 9; 3 1: 3- 6, 7- 8. 

I S S N 1 6 0 9- 9 9 8 2 = V E R B U M E T E C C L E SI A Jr g 2 5( 1) 2 0 0 4  5 1  



territory. Theologically, this means that Yahweh is a universal God and 
Israel no longer occupies a special position. From the viewpoint of the 
narrator, though, this is to be seen absolutely positively, since he thereby 
tempers Moses’ viewpoint in advance. By universalising the destruction of 
earlier inhabitants as well as the traditional declaration on the giving of the 
land to Israel – 2:12 even primarily thinks of Cisjordan – all subsequent wars 
of conquest and the destruction of peoples by Yahweh and Israel are 
immediately placed into perspective. These are to be seen in the light of the 
general deeds of God towards all peoples. Thus they change into an 
absolutely normal phenomenon within world history.  
 We will however only be looking at those texts that concern the situa-
tion of the audience of the book in Babylonian exile. Moses frames the 
Deuteronomic law with a kind of prophetic vision of the future, so that the 
audience will not see the fact that the total population of Canaan was dedi-
cated to be destroyed typologically and thus misinterpret it. In chapter four, 
he announces that, because of its sins, Israel will be driven from the land that 
it has conquered (4:25-28). He returns to this predition in the warnings of 
chapter 28 from verse 47 onwards, and again in chapter 29 from verse 16 
(Hebr.:v.15) onwards. In 30:1-10, he even promises the return and resto-
ration of Israel following its exile and repentance. This last-mentioned text, 
in which Moses acts as prophet of return, is of especial relevance for our 
question at hand. It is this text that decides whether Deuteronomy places 
Israel under the obligation to again kill masses of people on its return to its 
land, as it had happened in the first conquest under Joshua.  
4 THE NATIONS IN DEUTERONOMY 29 
Deuteronomy 30:1-10 is part of Moses’ speech in chapters 29-30. Within the 
narrated world of Deuteronomy, it summarises the ritual texts describing the 
ceremony of the taking of the oath in Moab. These texts are at least partially 
fictitious and represent a literary imitation. Before 30:1-10 can be analysed, 
we have to look at the viewpoint of Deuteronomy 29, since it delineates the 
horizon for the exilic and post-exilic Israel as well as its relationship with the 
nations.  
 In a short review, 29:2b-8 (Hebr.:v.1b-7) summarises the history of the 
relationship between the two members of the covenant. The deeds of 
Yahweh in Egypt and his wondrous guidance of Israel in the desert are 
followed by the conquest and distribution of the Israelite territories east of 
the Jordan in verses 7-8 (Hebr.:v.6-7): 
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“When you reached this place, Sihon king of Heshbon and Og king 
of Bashan came out to fight against us, but we defeated them. We 
took their land and gave it as an inheritance to the Reubenites, the 
Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh”. 

These verses recall the war narratives of Deuteronomy 2-3. 
Deuteronomy 29 Deuteronomy 1-3 

   ~tklh rva $rdh-lkb 1:31b 
hzh ~wqmh-la wabtw 6a hzh ~wqmh-d[ ~kab-d[  
!wbvx-$lm !xys acyw 6b wntarql !xys acyw 2:32 

  `hchy hmxlml wm[-lkw awh  
  `wm[-lk-taw wnb-taw wta $nw 2:33b 
  awhh t[b wyr[-lk-ta dklnw 2:34a 
  @jhw ~yvnhw ~tm ry[-lk-ta ~rxnw  
  `dyrf wnravh al 2:34b 

wntarql !vbh-$lm gw[w  wntarql !vbh-$lm gw[ acyw 3:1b 
hmxlml  `y[rda hmxlml wm[-lkw awh  

`~knw  `dyrf wl-ryavh ytlb-d[ whknw 3:3b 
  awhh t[b wyr[-lk-ta dklnw 3:4a 
  ~twa ~rxnw 3:6a 
  `@jhw ~yvnh ~tm ry[-lk ~rxh 3:6b 

~cra-ta xqnw 7aa #rah-ta awhh t[b xqnw 3:8a 
  ... yrmah yklm ynv dym  

  awhh t[b wnvry tazh #rah-taw 3:12a 
ydglw ynbwarl hlxnl hntnw 7ab `ydglw ynbwarl yttn ... 3:12b 

  gw[ tklmm !vbh-lkw d[lgh rtyw 3:13a 
`yvnmh jbv ycxlw 7b hvnmh jbv ycxl yttn  

Their intertextuality with the hypotext at the beginning of the book is 
informative for the viewpoint of the destruction of the nations. Here, at the 
end of Deuteronomy, this viewpoint has changed. On comparison, it 
becomes clear that almost all of the wording of Deuteronomy 29:7-8 
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( H e br.: v. 6- 7)  c a n  alr e a d y  b e  f o u n d  i n  t h e  first  s p e e c h  of  M os es.  T h e  
diff er e nt pr es e nt ati o n of t h e c o n q u est i n Tr a nsj or d a n a n d t h e a v oi d a n c e of its 
c h ar a ct eristi c f or m ul ati o ns i n t h e s u m m ar y of 2 9: 7- 8 ( H e br.: v. 6- 7), ar e all 
t h e m or e disti n ctl y hi g hli g ht e d b y t h e v er b al c orr es p o n d e n c es – t h es e ar e 
u n d erli n e d i n t h e t e xt u al s y n o psis. T h e c h a n g es c o n c er n t h e ḥ ē r e m a g ai nst 
Si h o n i n 2: 3 4 a n d t h e ḥ ē r e m a g ai nst O g i n 3: 3, 4 a n d 6. T h e s u bj e ct m att er 
of G o d- or d ai n e d w ars of d estr u cti o n a g ai nst t h e t w o ki n gs of t h e A m orit es 
w o ul d h a v e b e e n a bs ol ut el y fitti n g f or a r és u m é. N e v ert h el ess, t h e Si h o n-
O g- n arr ati v e n o l o n g er a p p e ars as w ar of d estr u cti o n i n 2 9: 7- 8 ( H e br.: v. 6- 7). 
Isr a el n eit h er c o n d u cts t his w ar u n d er t h e e x pli cit c o m m a n d of Y a h w e h, n or 
wit h his u n e q ui v o c al assist a n c e. It t h us f alls s h ort of a n y s a cr al di m e nsi o ns. 
T h e q u alifi c ati o n of t h e l a n d b ei n g h a n d e d o v er b y Y a h w e h is als o l eft o ut, 
alt h o u g h  2 9: 8  ( H e br.: v. 7),  ot h er  t h a n  3: 1 2,  d es cri b es  t h e  all ott e d  l a n d  of  
Tr a nsj or d a n as “i n h erit a n c e ” ( n a ḥ a l â).  

 I n  2 9: 1 0- 1 5  ( H e br.: v. 9- 1 4), M os es l a wf ull y c o n v e n es t h e ass e m bl y of 
Isr a el f or t h e p ur p os e of a c er e m o n y of est a blis hi n g a c o v e n a nt a n d s p e cifi es 
its p arti ci p a nts: 

“ All of y o u ar e st a n di n g t o d a y i n t h e pr es e n c e of t h e L or d y o ur G o d 
– y o ur l e a d er s a n d c hi ef m e n, y o ur el d er s a n d offi ci als, a n d all t h e 
ot h er m e n of I sr a el, t o g et h er wit h y o ur c hil dr e n a n d y o ur wi v es, a n d 
t h e ali e n s li vi n g i n y o ur c a m p s w h o c h o p y o ur w o o d a n d c arr y y o ur 
w at er ” ( v. 1 0- 1 1) ( H e br.: v. 9- 1 0). 

T h e  o nl y  gr o u pi n g  t h at  r e c ei v es  a  s h ort  d es cri pti o n  or  d e fi niti o n  i n  t his  
pr ot o c oll  i n cl u di n g  p e o pl e  fr o m all  s o ci al  cl ass es,  is  t h e  gr o u pi n g  n a m e d  
l ast: “t h e ali e n s li vi n g i n y o ur c a m p s w h o c h o p y o ur w o o d a n d c arr y y o ur 
w at er ” ( v. 1 1) ( H e br.: v. 1 0). T h e r e m ar k a b o ut t h e “ w o o d c utt ers a n d w at er-
c arri ers ” s o u n ds a bit a n a c hr o nisti c, f or its r ef er e n c e c a n o nl y b e u n d erst o o d 
b y  t h e  r e a d er  t h at  h as  b e e n  i nf or m e d  b y  t h e  D e ut er o n o misti c  a c c o u nt  of  
hist or y. Wit h t h e p hr as e “ w o o d c utt ers a n d w at er c arri ers ”, 2 9: 1 1 ( H e br.: v. 1 0) 
all u d es t o t h e Gi b e o nit es i n J os u a 9: 2 1, 2 3, 2 7 5 . J os h u a 9 will t ell t h e st or y of 
h o w t h e y c u n ni n gl y s u c c e e d e d t o b e s p ar e d at t h e ti m e of  J os h u a’s c a m p ai g n 
of d estr u cti o n, a n d h o w t h e y m a d e a p e a c e tr e at y wit h Isr a el. A c c or di n g t o 
J os u a  9: 2 4,  t h e  Gi b e o nit es  alr e a d y  k n e w  a b o ut  t h at  w hi c h  Y a h w e h  h a d  
c o m m a n d e d his s er v a nt M os es: t h e c o m mit m e nt t o d estr o y all t h e p e o pl es of 

                                        
5    T h e  i nt ert e xt u alit y  i s  pr e p ar e d  f or  i n  2 9: 4- 5,  a  r etr o s p e ct  o n  t h e  d e s ert  
w a n d eri n g s, a n d J o s 9: 4- 5, 1 2- 1 3, a b o ut t h e f a bri c at e d j o ur n e y of t h e Gi b e o nit e s. 
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C a n a a n,  as  gi v e n  i n  D e ut er o n o m y  7: 1- 2  a n d  2 0: 1 5- 1 7.  Alt h o u g h  t h e  
Gi b e o nit es  b el o n g  t o  t h e  i n h a bit a nts  of  C a n a a n  –  J os u a  9: 7  c alls  t h e m  
Hi vit es  ( cf.  9: 1)  –  t h e y  m o v e  i nt o  t h e  p osti o n  of  t h e  “str a n g er ”  ( g ē r)  i n  
D e ut er o n o m y 2 9: 1 1 ( H e br.: v. 1 0). I n 2 9: 1 2- 1 5 ( H e br.: v. 1 1- 1 4) t h e y b e c o m e 
p art n ers  i n  t h e  c o v e n a nt  of  Y a h w e h,  w hi c h  is  ot h er wis e  t h e  pri vil e g e  of  
Isr a el o nl y. I n 3 1: 1 2 t h e y r e c ei v e t h e D e ut er o n o mi c T or a h li k e all Isr a elit es 6 . 
J os u a 9 m er el y tri es t o s ust ai n t h e t h e ol o gi c al cl ai ms of t h e ḥ ē r e m i n t h e 
li g ht of t h e hist ori c all y gi v e n s p e ci al st at us of t h e Gi b e o nit e t etr a p olis7 . I n 
t h e  c o nt e xt  of  e nt eri n g  i nt o  t h e  c o v e n a nt  ( cf.  1  Ki  9: 2 0- 2 1)  h o w e v er,  
D e ut er o n o m y  2 9: 1 1  ( H e br.: v. 1 0)  e x e m pl aril y  e v a d es  t h e  c o m m a n d  of  
d estr u cti o n ( Dt 7: 2 b α ; 2 0: 1 7) a n d t h e pr o hi biti o n of e nt eri n g i nt o a n y tr e ati es 
wit h n o n-Isr a elit e p e o pl es ( 7, 2 b β ) wit h its r ef er e n c e t o t h e “ w o o d c utt ers a n d 
w at er c arri ers ”.  

 I n  2 9: 1 6- 2 1  ( H e br.: v. 1 5- 2 0), M os es w ar ns t h e p e o pl e a g ai nst t ur ni n g 
a w a y t o t h e g o ds of t h e n ati o ns a n d, as a n eff e ct, a g ai nst s e cr et r es er v ati o ns 
o n h e ari n g t h e c o v e n a nt al o at h. H e t h er ef or e r e mi n ds t h e m of t h eir c oll e cti v e 
e x p eri e n c es  d uri n g  t h eir  st a y  i n  E g y pt  a n d  t h eir  w a n d eri n gs  t hr o u g h  t h e  
t errit ori es of t h e n ati o ns ( v. 1 6- 1 7) ( H e br.: v. 1 5- 1 6). H e als o i nt er pr ets t his 
e arl y  hist or y  i n  a  h o mil eti c all y  p oi nt e d  w a y  t o  s er v e  t h e  pr o hi biti o n  o n  
w ors hi p pi n g a n y str a n g e g o ds ( v. 1 8) ( H e br.: v. 1 7).  

  2 9: 1 6  ( H e br.: v. 1 5)  a v oi ds  a n y  ass o ci ati o n  wit h  h ostilit y  or  
s u p pr essi o n:  

“ Y o u y o ur s el v es k n o w h o w w e li v e d i n E g y pt a n d h o w w e p as s e d 
t hr o u g h t h e c o u ntri es o n t h e w a y h er e ”. 

It  is  as  c o ns pi c u o us  t h at,  o n  m e nti o ni n g  t h e  w a n d eri n gs  t hr o u g h  t h e  
t errit ori es of t h e n ati o ns, t h e A m orit es ar e o mitt e d a n d t h e w ars a g ai nst t h e 
t w o ki n gs Si h o n a n d O g ar e l eft o ut (i n c o ntr ast, cf. J os 2 4: 1 7- 1 8).  

  2 9: 1 7- 1 8 ( H e br.: v. 1 6- 1 7) c o nti n u e: 

                                        
6   D e ut er o n o m y u s e s t h e pl a ci n g of t h e s e e x pr e s si o n s t o pr el u d e t h e pil gri m a g e 
of t h e n ati o n s t o Zi o n, w h er e t h e y will r e c ei v e t h e T or a h a n d b e i n cl u d e d i n t h e 
c o v e n a nt of Y a h w e h – cf L o hfi n k ( 1 9 9 4). 

7   T h e c o m m a n d m e nt o n d e str u cti o n i s t h u s c h a n g e d i nt o t h e “ c ur s e ” t h at t h e y 
w o ul d f or e v er r e m ai n “ s er v a nt s, w o o d c utt er s a n d w at er- c arri er s ” i n t h e h o u s e of  
Y a h w e h ( J o s 9: 2 3). P ar d o n e d t h u s, t h e Gi b e o nit e s h a v e pr e v e nt e d t h at t h e d e m a n d s 
of  Y a h w e h  b e  r e ali s e d.  It  i s  t h eir  i n s u b or di n a n c e  t h at  i n  t h e  e n d  l e a d s  t h e m  t o  
b e c o m e Y a h w e h’ s s er v a nt s – cf S c h äf er- Li c ht e n b er g er ( 1 9 8 6: 8 0). 
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“ Y o u s a w a m o n g t h e m t h eir d et est a bl e i m a g es a n d i d ol s of w o o d a n d 
st o n e, of sil v er a n d g ol d. M a k e s ur e t h er e i s n o m a n or w o m a n, cl a n 
or tri b e a m o n g y o u t o d a y w h o s e h e art t ur n s a w a y fr o m t h e L or d o ur 
G o d t o g o a n d w or s hi p t h e g o d s of t h o s e n ati o n s ”.  

T h e t hr e at of Isr a el p ossi bl y t ur ni n g a w a y fr o m Y a h w e h a n d t h e t e m pt ati o n 
of s er vi n g t h e g o ds of t h e n ati o ns, c o ul d l e a d o n e t o e x p e ct a r ef er e n c e t o t h e 
ḥ ē r e m a g ai nst t h e i n h a bit a nts of t h e l a n d a n d t h eir i d ols, as is c o m m a n d e d i n 
7: 1- 5  a n d  2 5- 2 6  f or  t his  s a m e  r e as o n.  2 9: 1 7- 1 8  ( H e br.: v. 1 6- 1 7)  h o w e v er  
m er el y p ol e mi cis es a g ai nst t h e “ d et est a bl e i m a g es ” a n d d o es n ot s p e a k a b o ut 
t h e c orr u pti n g i nfl u e n c e of t h e n ati o ns or t h e i n h a bit a nts of C a n a a n. N eit h er 
d o es it d e m a n d t h at t h e y t h er ef or e b e d estr o y e d.  

 I n  2 9: 2 2- 2 8  ( H e br.: v. 2 1- 2 7)  M o s es’  pr o p h eti c  vi si o n  of  t h e  f ut ur e  
first  l e a ds  i nt o  e xil e.  T he  t e xt  is  b uilt  u p  a c c or di n g  t o  t h e  s c h e m e  of  a  
“ cr o s s- q u esti o ni n g ” t o d et er mi n e t h e r e as o n s f or t h e p u ni s h m e nt 8 . I n t h e 
s c e n e t h at h e dr a ws u p f or t h e st a g e of t h e f ut ur e w orl d, “ all t h e n ati o n s ” 
a ct as t h e c h oir, pr o cl ai mi n g I sr a el’ s tr a g e d y. T o g et h er wit h t h e r e m ai n s of 
t h e  d es c e n d a nt s  of  t h o s e  t h at  o n c e  w er e  M o s es’  a u di e n c e,  i n  v er s e  2 4  
( H e br.: v. 2 3) t h e y as k a b o ut t h e r e as o n f or t h e c al a mit y w hi c h d estr o y e d 
t h e l a n d a n d dr o v e I sr a el i nt o e xil e: 

“ W h y h as t h e L or d d o n e t hi s t o t hi s l a n d ? W h y t hi s fi er c e, b ur ni n g 
a n g er ? ” 

T hi s q u ot ati o n d es cri b es t h e n ati o n s as i d e all y b ei n g o n I sr a el’ s si d e a n d 
als o as a c k n o wl e d gi n g Y a h w e h as t h e ( o nl y) a ut h or of t h e di s ast er. T h e 
a n s w er t h at t h e y t h e ms el v es gi v e t o t h e q u esti o n, b e c o m es a d e cl ar ati o n o n 
c o v e n a nt t h e ol o g y a n d a c o nf es si o n of f ait h i n Y a h w e h, t h e G o d of I sr a el, 
w h o hi st ori c all y a p pli e d hi s ri g ht s t hr o u g h hi s j u d g e m e nt i n f ur y. I n v er s es 
2 5- 2 8 * ( H e br.: v. 2 5- 2 7 *) w e r e a d: 

“It  is  b e c a us e  t h is  p e o pl e  [Isr a el]  a b a n d o n ed  t h e  c o v e n a nt  of  t h e  
L or d, t h e G o d of t h eir f at h er s, t h e c o v e n a nt h e m a d e wit h t h e m w h e n 
h e br o u g ht t h e m o ut of E g y pt. T h e y w e nt off a n d w or s hi p p e d ot h er 
g o ds a n d b o w e d d o w n t o t h e m ... T h er ef or e t h e L or d’s a n g er b ur n e d 
a g ai n st  t his  l a n d  ...  I n  f uri o u s  a n g er  a n d  i n  gr e at  wr at h  t h e  L or d  
u pr o ot e d t h e m fr o m t h eir l a n d a n d t hr u st t h e m i nt o a n ot h er l a n d ... ”.  

                                        
8   Cf 1 Ki 9: 8- 9 a n d J er 2 2: 8- 9. 
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What is special about this prediction is that every contrast between Israel 
and the nations dissappears in the light of the breaking of the covenant. 
That which had made the seven peoples of Canaan so dangerous for Israel 
according to Deuteronomy 7, and because of which Israel had had to 
destroy them, namely that they could bring Israel to turn away from its 
God, has now changed into the contrary. The nations have a word to say to 
Israel about its relation to its God. And the time will come when, together 
with Israel, all peoples will acknowledge this God as the one that acts in 
history9. For the rest, nothing is said about the nations having any part in 
the responsibility for Israel’s having to live in the Diaspora. 
 The extent to which the role of the nations against an Israel that broke 
its covenant and was banned from its land has changed, can especially be 
seen in comparison with 4:26-28 and also with the curses immediately 
preceeding in chapter 28. As does 29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27), 4:26-28 
expressly speaks about the banishment and the coming exile; furthermore, 
29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27) more than once alludes to 28:45,58-61.  
 After Moses had called heaven and earth to be his witnesses, 4:26-28 
reads:  

“You will quickly perish from the land that you are crossing the 
Jordan to possess. You will not live there long but will certainly be 
destroyed. The Lord will scatter you among the peoples, and only a 
few of you will survive among the nations to which the Lord will 
drive you. There you will worship manmade gods of wood and stone, 
which cannot see or hear or eat or smell”. 

29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27) does not mention such a total break in Israel’s 
association with its land, as is predicted by 4:26 with an unparalleled 
degree of radicality. Neither can a reference to the dispersion of Israel 
among the nations, as is announced in 4:27 and 28:64 (also cf. 30:3), be 

                                        
9  “The nations have been impressed by the perfect law Israel has received (Dt 
4:6), but they have also witnessed how poorly Israel has lived out that ideal. The 
evidence of Israel’s destruction will now be seen by the nations; this too can not be 
hidden. But this punishment can become a source of new life, because this disaster 
raises questions, and looks for answers; it is teaching. Even in its destruction, 
Israel is a revelation for the nations ... This particular form, ‘the question of the 
nations’, therefore, belongs to the many other biblical texts where the nations have 
a share in revelation. The covenant with Israel is not only concerned about Yahweh 
and Israel, but it has something to offer to the world” (Vogels 1980:176). 
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found here. Furthermore, nothing points to Israel’s merely surviving as a 
remnant among the nations, as is warned in 4:27 and almost identically in 
28:62a. And finally, other than in 4:28 (and 28:36, 64), nothing is said in 
29:22-28 (Hebr.: v.21-27) about Israel serving the gods of the nations 
made “of wood and stone” as punishment in exile.  
 According to 29:22 (Hebr.:v.21), God does not use a “nation from far 
away” for his punishment, as is warned in 28:49, in the chapter of 
sanction. The “foreigners who come from distant lands” rather come in 
their function as eye witnesses in order to ask about the reason for the 
catastrophe, together with the nations10. Their question and the joint 
answer in 29:24ff (Hebr.: v.23ff) find themselves in a degree of tension 
towards the announcements of 4:27-28 and the curses of chapter 28. The 
reason for this tension is that the question and its answer do not sketch a 
dark picture of Israel, dispersed and submerged in idolatry, but that they 
look towards Israel’s land (29:24 [Hebr.: v.23]) and the breaking of the 
covenant which took place there (29:25 [Hebr.:v.24]) and also to the 
defection to “other gods” that Yahweh “had not given them” (29:26 
[Hebr.:v.25]). Of Israel it is merely laconically said that Yahweh uprooted 
them from their land and “thrust them into another land” (29:28 
[Hebr.:v.27]).  
 The hermeneutically decisive word belongs to 29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-
27), being the last and most explicit prediction of the exile in 
Deuteronomy. If it takes up neither the punishment announced in 4:26-28 
nor the individual curses of chapter 28 – despite explicit retrospective 
reference, if the statements on God’s fury now for the first time act as 
aetiology for the devastation of the land and the banishment of Israel, with 
the nations acting as passive spectators, then all of this implies: the 
destruction of Israel that was forecast to become a result of the breaking of 
the covenant, here, at a programatically important point of the narrative, 
has widely lost its force. And furthermore: the nations are exculpated and 
free from any responsibility for Israel’s Diaspora.  

                                        
10  Within the Deuteronomic History, 1 Ki 8:41-43 formulates the historical 
earlier stages of Dt 29:21 (Hebr.:v. 22). 1 Ki 8:41 quotes from Dt 29:21 (22) and 
even explicitly stresses the fact that the ‘foreigner ... from a distant land’ does not 
belong to Israel. It has the foreigner come to the temple to honour Yahweh (1 Ki 
8:42), so that “all the peoples of the earth” may know the name of Yahweh and 
fear him (1 Ki 8:43). 
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5 THE RETURN OF ISRAEL TO THEIR LAND ACCORDING 
TO DEUTERONOMY 30:1-10 
30:1-10 is the only text in the book of Deuteronomy that explicitly speaks 
about the return of Israel to their land after the exile11. This return to the 
land is made dependent on Israel’s acceptation of the events of history as 
God’s judgement, as well as on their return to Yahweh. The prophecy 
culminates in the circumcision of the heart, which God himself would 
perform on Israel. This would enable his people to at last love him with all 
their heart and soul (v.6). Yahweh would turn about the fate of his people 
and he himself would turn towards them. The keyword of the passage is 
the lexeme šûb, which is repeated seven times and is used palindromically, 
in a concentric structure, in the expressional sequence of the passage. It 
indicates the kerygmatic zenith of the pericope. 
 30:1-10 is loosely connected with 29:22-28 (Hebr.:v.21-27[28]). In 
its view towards the future, though, the perspective has shifted from the 
land (29:22-28) to the people. Chapter 4 (especially verses 29-31 and 38-
39) and particularly the last part of chapter 28 form the actual 
interpretational horizon of the conditional promise of blessing in 30:1-10. 
The curses of 28:62b-64a are changed into blessings in 30:3b-10a. 
Moreover, the text surpasses the blessings named at the beginning of the 
sanctioning chapter, 28, through its future blessings. To these future 
oriented texts, other passages from the inner parts of Deuteronomy are 
added. Their formulations are also taken up or incorporated in the 
pericope. One only realises the full impact of the accentuations of 30:1-10 
when reading intra-textually. In the context of cross-reference, it is also 
important to take note of those elements that are not incorporated, for a 
zero-statement can actually be a positive statement. Since the literary 
perception of antique cultures was much more subtle than ours is today, 
the possibility of such a change in interpretation through the technique of 
zero-statement was always taken into account. 

                                        
11  4:29-31 also conveys the hope of a return from exile. Israel is mercifully 
given a change of heart (v.30); it has not lost its God for ever (v.31). 30:1-10 takes 
up this affirmation. The promises of land and proliferation are only implicitly 
present in the covenant with the fathers, whereas there are no remarks on the 
nations of the promised land at all. These verses are therefore not considered in the 
following arguments. 
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 The corresponding themes or formulations of curse and blessing in 
28:63-64a and 30:3b-5 are organised palindromically. I will now briefly 
treat these. The disobedience of Israel in 28:62b, which causes the 
catastrophe – “because you did not listen to the voice of the Lord, your 
god” –, and their return to Yahweh as well as their listening to his voice in 
30:10, which made a new beginning possible, form the outer frame (A) for 
all future expectations. Whereas everything is directed towards Israel’s 
being dispersed among the nations in 28:62b-64a, the counter-movement 
in 30:3b starts with Yahweh gathering the scattered ones: “the Lord will 
gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you”. This about-
turn therefore stands at the centre or at the pivotal point (E). Yet, the 
depiction of Israel’s gathering and their being brought back from among 
the nations (E2’ and E1’) has double the length12 of that of the deportation 
from the land and their scattering (E1 and E2)13. Their entrance into and 
occupation of the land (D), which were nullified by 28:63b, were again 
brought into play by 30:5a. Analogous to the blessings for the “fathers”, 
that is, the Moab generation in 28:63a, 30:5b promises prosperity and 
increase for the people (C). The theological basis for every deed of 
Yahweh in the past and future is his joy about Israel (B1) or the lack of it 
(B2): this again is the outer frame (A) in 28:63a and 30:914. 

                                        
12  These proportions are also supported by the fact that Yahweh will bring back 
(30:5a) those scattered “among all nations, from one end of the earth to the other” 
(28:64a) even from “the most distant land under the heavens” (30:4a).  
13  The syntactic construction that subordinates the entering and taking 
possession of the land to the uprooting of Israel in a relative clause in 28:63b, but 
which places ‘gathering’ and ‘leading back’ on an equal level in two main clauses 
according to the meaning of the expression in 30:4b and 5a, causes different orders 
of expression in curse (E1 – D – E2) and blessing (E2 – E1 – D).  
14  As is the case in 28:63b-64a and 30:3b-4, the fact that the hypotaxis of the 
blessings within the expressions of delight in 28:63a (B1 – C – B2) syntactically 
dissolves into the parataxis of 30:5b and 30:9b causes a difference in the order of 
the two elements (C – B2 – B1). 
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Deuteronomy 30 Deuteronomy 28 

cf 2a.8a15    $yhla hwhy lwqb t[mv al-yk  62b A 
   ~kyl[ hwhy ff-rvak hyhw 63a

* 
B1 

   ~kta byjyhl  C 
   ~kta twbrhlw   
   ~kyl[ hwhy fyfy !k  B2 
   hmdah l[m ~txsnw b E1 
   `htvrl hmv-ab hta-rva  D 

      
~ym[h-lkm $cbqw 3b* E2’    

`hmv $yhla hwhy $cyph rva   ~ym[h-lkb hwhy $cyphw 64a E2 
~ymvh hcqb $xdn hwhy-~a 4a  #rah hcq-d[w #rah hcqm   

$yhla hwhy $cbqy ~vm   b     
`$xqy ~vmw  E1’    

#rah-la $yhla hwhy $aybhw 5a D    
$ytba wvry-rva      

htvryw      
$bjyhw   b C    

$ytbam $brhw      
bwjl $yl[ fwfl 9b B2    

`$ytba-l[ ff-rvak  B1    
$yhla hwhy lwqb [mvt yk 10a A    

The statements about the nations, the act of re-occupying the land and the 
punishment of the enemies, all of which I will subsequently treat, signi-
ficantly only appear as secondary themes in 30:1-10.  

                                        
15  In contrast to 30:2, 8 and similar to 28:62b, 30:10a is formulated as a kî-
clause. Concerning its position in the text, 28:62b moreover stands close to the 
comment on Yahweh’s being pleased. For 30:1-10, the conformities to the 
structure of 28:62b-64a therefore actually only begin after the double statement on 
restoration in 30:3, with the gathering of Israel. 
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 T h e  n ati o ns  i n t h e Pr o mis e d L a n d ar e n ot m e nti o n e d at all. O nl y t h os e 
n ati o ns a m o n g w hi c h Y a h w e h h a d s c att er e d or dis p ers e d Isr a el, ar e s p o k e n 
of. I n r ef erri n g t o t h e m, 3 0: 1  a n d 3  all u d e t o 4: 2 7 a n d 2 8: 6 4 a, 6 5 a. I n b ot h 
p oi nts  of  r ef er e n c e,  t h e  n ati o ns  f ulfil  a  s p e cifi c  f u n cti o n  wit hi n  t h e  
s a n cti o ni n g c urs es. T h e y ar e m or e or l ess dr a w n i nt o t h e bl essi n g of Isr a el 
fr o m t h eir p osti o n wit hi n t h e c urs es. If Y a h w e h “ g at h ers ” t h e d e p ort e es fr o m 
all n ati o ns a n d e v e n fr o m t h e m ost dist a nt p arts of h e a v e n a n d t h e n “ bri n gs 
t h e m b a c k ” as if i n o n e gr e at tr e k, t h e n t his i d e alis e d s c e n e e v o k es i m a g es of 
t h e  first  E x o d us.  H o w e v er,  t h eir  t h us  b ei n g  l e a d  o ut  l a c ks  t h e  w arli k e  
c o n n ot ati o ns  w hi c h  c a n  b e  f o u n d,  t h o u g h,  i n  t h e  ot h er  t w o  r ef er e n c es  i n  
D e ut er o n o m y, n a m el y i n 4: 2 0, w h er e Isr a el is s a v e d fr o m t h e cr u ci bl e of 
E g y pt a n d i n 4: 3 4, w h er e Y a h w e h r e m o v es t h e n ati o n Isr a el fr o m t h e mi dst 
of t h e n ati o n E g y pt. T his h e d o es i n a s e v e nf ol d s eri es of vi ol e nt m arti al 
a cti o ns w hi c h is u n p ar all el e d i n t h e b o o k of D e ut er o n o m y. H er e w e h a v e t h e 
first z er o-st at e m e nt. A c c or di n g t o 3 0: 4, t h e d e p ort e es will b e l e a d o ut fr o m 
t h e mi dst of t h e n ati o ns wit h o ut r esist a n c e a n d t h e us e of vi ol e n c e h a vi n g t o 
b e m e nti o n e d.  

  Li k e wis e – a n d t hi s i s a n ot h er z er o- st at e m e nt – o n r et ur ni n g h o m e, 
t h er e  will  b e  n o  ḥ ē r e m,  n o  d estr u cti o n  of  t h e  i n h a bit a nts  of  t h e  l a n d.  
B e c a us e  of  t h e  l e g al  cl ai m  t o  a  r e n e w e d  c o n q u est  of  t h e  l a n d , 3 0: 5 a  
m e nti o ns  t h e  c o n q u est  of  t h e  l a n d  b y  t h e  f at h ers.  ( S e e n  fr o m  t h e  f ut ur e  
vi e w p oi nt  of  t h e  e xil e  g e n er ati o n,  t his  m e a ns,  t h e  c o n q u est  b y  t h e  M o a b  
g e n er ati o n):  

“ H e will bri n g y o u t o t h e l a n d t h at b el o n g e d t o y o ur f at h er s, a n d y o u 
will t a k e p oss essi o n of it ”. 

F a ct u all y, t h e s e nt e n c e r e v ers es t h e t hr e at of d e p ort ati o n br o u g ht i n 2 8: 6 3 b,  

“ Y o u will b e u pr o ot e d fr o m t h e l a n d y o u ar e e nt eri n g t o p o s s es s ”. 

T h e m e nti o n of Y a h w e h bri n gi n g I sr a el i nt o t h e l a n d a c c or di n g t o 3 0: 5, is 
a cit ati o n es p e ci all y of D e ut er o n o m y 7: 1 a, t h at i s, t h e i ntr o d u cti o n t o t h e 
c o m m a n d t o d estr o y t h e n ati o ns, w hi c h o c c urs t h er e f or t h e first ti m e.  

  D e ut er o n o m y 3 0: 5 D e ut er o n o m y 7: 1 

# r a h- l a $y h l a hw hy $ ay b hw a # r a h- l a $y h l a hw hy $ ay by y k a 

$y t b a w v ry- r v a   h m v- a b h t a- r v a  

h t v ry w  h t v r l   

$ b jy h  b    

$y t b a m $ b r h w  ...  $yn p m ~y b r - ~ywg l vnw b  
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7:1 reads: 
“When the Lord your God brings you into the land you are entering 
to possess and drives out before you many nations ...”. 

Other than in 7:1, the renewed occupation of Israel in 30:5a is not 
formulated hypotactically, but paratactically. The earlier entrance of Israel 
with a view to taking possession of the land as it is classically formulated in 
9:4, is thus made into a mere temporal sequence of events on their return. 
Furthermore, 30:5a uses yrš q. for the post-exilic settling of the homeland in 
a non-military way which can be compared to the redistribution of land in a 
fallow year. This re-occupation, incidentally, is the only action of the re-
migrants amidst many Godly actions. Following the leading back of Israel 
into the land of their fathers in 30:5a, v. 5b mentions two further Godly 
actions:  

“He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your 
fathers”. 

In 7:1b Yahweh “drives out many nations” before the Moab generation on 
their entrance into the land. In 30:5b, though, he makes the exile generation 
“numerous”, indeed, even “more numerous than” their “fathers”. For these 
descriptions, the same lexemic root is used and there is a correspondence to 
the promise of blessing in 7:1316. 30:5b also supplements the promise of 
increase in 7:13 with the assurance that “he will make you (more) 
prosperous (than your fathers)”. This in turn comes from 28:63a, where it 
forms a striking contrast with the threat of disaster. However, in 30:5, too, it 
remains decisive that no statement on the destruction of the nations can be 
found, despite the hypo-text of 7:1.  
 30:7 sets apart “your enemies who hate and persecute you” from “all 
the nations” among whom Israel lives in the Diaspora. Yahweh will “put all 
curses” on these enemies. This assurance alludes to 7:15 in its formulation, 
according to which Yahweh will “inflict ... the horrible diseases you knew 
in Egypt ... on all who hate you”. This indicates what is meant in 30:7 with 
“all these curses” – namely, “the horrible diseases you knew in Eygpt”. And 
for our question at hand, this in turn implies that it is not the results of 
military actions of Israel that are meant here. According to 28:60, the 

                                        
16  Apart form the reference to 7:1, 7:13 can be considered as hypo-text for 30:5, 
because of  the “fathers” (Moab generation) following on the promise to the 
patriarchs in 7:12. Later, 30:9 also alludes to 7:13.  
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“ dis e as es of E g y pt ” w er e br o u g ht u p o n Isr a el as a p u nis h m e nt b y Y a h w e h. 
I n f ut ur e, h o w e v er, h e will s mit e “t h os e w h o h at e ” Isr a el a n d – t a k e n fr o m 
c h a pt er 2 8 a n d a d d e d i n 3 0: 7 – t h eir “ e n e mi es ” wit h t h es e dis e as es. A n d s o 
t h e y c a n n o l o n g er h ar m Isr a el. It is, h o w e v er, l eft o p e n f or i nt er pr et ati o n 
w h et h er e n e mi es wit hi n or o utsi d e of t h e Pr o mis e d L a n d ar e m e a nt h er e. I n 
a n y e v e nt, 3 0: 7 d o es e x cl u d e a n y vi ol e nt a cti o ns t a k e n b y Isr a el.  

6  T H E  H E R M E N E U TI C S  O F  T H E  D E S T R U C TI O N  O F  T H E 
N A TI O N S 

W e  c a n  n o w  s u m m aris e  t h e  h er m e n e uti cs  of  t h e  b o o k  of  D e ut er o n o m y,  
r e a d  o n  a  s y n c hr o ni c  l e v el,  as  f oll o ws:  T h e  ar c h ai c,  s a cr al  i d e a  of  t h e  
ḥ ē r e m o nl y s ur vi v es i n t h e lit er ar y fi cti o n of D e ut er o n o m y i n t h e n arr at e d 
ti m e  of  t h e  c o n q u est  of  t h e  l a n d.  O n  t h e  o n e  h a n d,  t h e  d estr u cti o n  of  its  
pr e vi o us  i n h a bit a nts  is  alr e a d y  pr es e nt e d  t o  Isr a el  as  a  “ n or m al ”  
p h e n o m e n o n of pr of a n e hist or y. T his is e x pl ai n e d i n t h e l e ar n e d r efl e cti o ns 
o n t h e e x c h a n g e of i n h a bit a nts i n 2: 1 0- 1 2, 2 0- 2 3. O n t h e ot h er h a n d, t h e 
st at e m e nts a b o ut t h e br ut al ḥ ē r e m o n t h e n ati o ns o n t h e o c c asi o n of Isr a el’s 
c o n q u est  of  Cisj or d a n  ( es p e ci all y  i n  c h a pt ers  7  a n d  9: 1- 6) 1 7 ,  ar e  

                                        
1 7   D e ut er o n o m y 7 a n d 9 d o r e c k o n wit h a vi ol e nt c o n q u e st of t h e l a n d – t h e r o ot 
ḥ r m e v e n fr a m e s c h a pt er 7 i n 7: 2 a n d 7: 2 6. H o w e v er, t h e w or d m a y alr e a d y h a v e 
b e e n  r ei nt er pr et e d  t hr o u g h  t h e  c o nt e xt  i n  w hi c h  it  n o w  a p p e ar s.  L o hfi n k  ( 1 9 8 2:  
2 0 9f) a n d S c h äf er- Li c ht e n b er g er ( 1 9 9 4; f urt h er 1 9 9 6: 2 0 2f) r ef err e d t o t hi s p o s si bi-
lit y. G o m e z d e Ar a új o ( 1 9 9 9: 2 3 1f) s u m m ari s e s a s f oll o w s: “ Z w ar i st 7, 2 v er m ut-
li c h  i n  ei n e m  t e xtli c h e n  V or st a di u m  ei n  G e b ot  d er  V er ni c ht u n g s w ei h e  g e w e s e n.  
2 0, 1 7 b er uft si c h i n di e s e m Si n n e w o hl a u c h a uf d e n T e xt. A b er m ö gli c h er w ei s e i st 
i n  d er  j et zi g e n  T e xt a bf ol g e  d a s  d a n n  f ol g e n d e  V er ni c ht u n g s g e b ot,  V er s c h w ä g e-
r u n g s v er b ot u n d K ult st ätt e n v er ni c ht u n g s g e b ot al s i n h altli c h e E x pli k ati o n d e s ḥ r m-
G e b ot s g e m ei nt. D a n n w är e ḥ r m hi er s c h o n i m Si n n e d er A b s o n d er u n g ei n z el n er 
P er s o n e n o d er P er s o n e n gr u p p e n v o n d er G e m ei n d e d e s G ott e s v ol k e s z u v er st e h e n - 
ei n e B e d e ut u n g, di e d a s W ort s p ät er i m Mi s c h n a- H e br äi s c h e n a uf j e d e n F all h att e. 
I n 7, 2 5 l ä g e d a n n a u c h ei n e R e d u zi er u n g d e s hr m a uf ei n e n b e sti m mt e n U m g a n g 
mit K ult o bj e kt e n u n d ei n e b e sti m mt e B e h a n dl u n g v o n ei n z el n e n I sr a elit e n v or. Di e 
V or st ell u n g v o n d er all m ä hli c h e n B e s eiti g u n g d er V öl k er d e s L a n d e s, di e i n s e hr 
p o siti v- v er h ei ß e n d e m T o nf all i n 7, 2 0- 2 4 e nt wi c k elt wir d, v ertr ä gt si c h i n d er T at 
a u c h  k a u m  mit  d e m  G e d a n k e n  ei n er  r a di k al e n,  ei n m ali g e n  V er ni c ht u n g s w ei h e  
d ur c h  d a s  i n s  L a n d  ei nr ü c k e n d e  I sr a el.  Tr ot z  d er  g e w alti g e n  Bil d er,  et w a  v o m  
v er z e hr e n d e n F e u er, wi d er s pri c ht a u c h d er A nf a n g v o n K a pit el 9 di e s er K o n z e p-
ti o n k ei n e s w e g s, u n d d a s W ort hr m k o m mt d ort e b e n s o w e ni g wi e i n K a pit el 8 n o c h 
v or. “I n c h a pt er s 7 a n d 9 w e ar e t h er ef or e pr o b a bl y d e ali n g wit h a n ot h er c o n c e p-
ti o n, w hi c h i s m or e diff er e nti at e d t h a n t h e i d e a of c o n q u e st i n t h e b o o k of J o s h u a 
a n d w hi c h r ei nt er pr et s t h e l att er i nt o a s y m b oli c al c o n c e pti o n ”.  
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m et a p h oris e d  t h e ol o gi c all y  a n d  pr a g m ati c all y  gi v e n  a  n e w  f u cti o n.  
M or e o v er, D e ut er o n o m y disti n g uis h es b et w e e n t h e ḥ ē r e m- w ars w hi c h w er e 
li mit e d  t o  t h e  pi o n e eri n g  d a ys  a n d  l at er  milit ar y  c o nfr o nt ati o ns.  T his  
disti n cti o n  alr e a d y  t a k es  pl a c e  o n  t h e  l e v el  of  s p e e c h.  T h e  t e xts  t h at  ar e  
d e cisi v e f or o ur t h e m e, n a m el y t h os e w hi c h e x pr essl y d e al wit h t h e e xil e 
( 2 9: 2 2- 2 8 [ H e br.: v. 2 1- 2 7]) a n d t h e r et ur n t o t h e l a n d ( 3 0: 1- 1 0), a v oi d a n y 
n e g ati v e  c o n n ot ati o ns  wit h  t h e  n ati o ns,  j ust  as  t h e y  ar e  a v oi d e d  i n  t h e  
pr e c e e di n g  c o nt e xt  ( 2 9: 2- 2 1  [ H e br.: v. 1- 2 0]).  T h es e  t e xts  als o  t e m p er  t h e  
s a n cti o ns wit h w hi c h Isr a el is t hr e at e n e d. T h e w ars of d estr u cti o n a g ai nst 
Si h o n a n d O g ar e n o w d e v oi d of a n y s a cr al gl or y a n d tri u m p h alis m ( 2 9: 7- 8 
[ H e br.: v. 6- 7]). T h e “ ali e ns ... w h o c h o p y o ur w o o d an d c arr y y o ur  w at er ” – 
w h o us e d t o b e C a n a a nit es – n o w e v e n e nt er i nt o t h e c o v e n a nt wit h Y a h w e h 
as p art n ers of Isr a el ( 2 9: 1 1 [ H e br.: v. 1 0]). T h e y als o r e c ei v e t h e T or a h as 
t h eir r ul e f or t h e or g a nis ati o n of s o ci et y ( 3 1: 1 2). T his pr a cti c e is i n c o nfli ct 
wit h t h e c o m m a n d of t h e d estr u cti o n of t h e n ati o ns a n d wit h t h e pr o hi biti o n 
o n e nt eri n g i nt o tr e ati es wit h t h e n o n-Isr a elit e p o p ul ati o n of C a n a a n. Isr a el’s 
d ef e cti o n t o ot h er g o ds a n d t h e l oss of t h eir l a n d ar e r e c o g nis e d b y t h e n a-
ti o ns  as  t h e  f uri o us  j u d g e m e nt  of  Y a h w e h  ( 2 9: 2 4  [ H e br.: v. 2 3]).  O n  t h eir  
t h e ol o gi c al  q u esti o n,  t h e y r e c ei v e  a  “r e v el ati o n ”  a b o ut  Isr a el’s  c o v e n a nt  
r el ati o ns hi p as a ns w er. T h e n ati o ns all o w t h e p e o pl e li vi n g s c att er e d a m o n g 
t h e m t o r et ur n h o m e u n hi n d er e d ( 3: 1- 1 0). T h e r es ettli n g of Isr a el’s f at h er-
l a n d  will  t a k e  pl a c e  wit h o ut  a n y  vi ole nt  a cti o ns.  U n d er  n o  cir c u mst a n c es  
will  t h e  ḥ ē r e m- c o m m a n d  a g ai nst  t h e  n o n-Isr a elit es  li vi n g  i n  t h at  l a n d  b e  
v ali d  a n y  m or e  o n  r et ur n  fr o m  t h e  B a b yl o ni a n  e xil e,  a n d  n eit h er  d o es  it  
a p pl y t o a n e w s ettl e m e nt at a n y l at er st a g e. 3 0: 5 e v e n e x pli citl y diss o ci at es 
its elf fr o m its k e y t e xt i n 7: 1. Alt h o u g h w ars mi g ht still t a k e pl a c e i n f ut ur e, 
t h e y will b e or g a nis e d i n a c o m p ar ati v el y m or e “ h u m a n e ” w a y ( cf. c h a pt er 
2 0 *). N o h ostil e n ati o n m a y e v er b e d estr o y e d a g ai n.  

  N e v ert h el ess, t h e e arl y ḥ ē r e m- w ars will b e r e c all e d e v er y s e v e nt h y e ar, 
i n  t h e  y e ar  of  t h e  c a n c ell ati o n  of  d e bts  ( 3 1: 1 0- 1 3),  w h e n  t h e  T or a h  is  
pr o cl ai m e d  i n  fr o nt  of  t h e  p e o pl e  o n  t h e  o c c asi o n  of  t h e  F e ast  of  
T a b er n a cl es.  T h e  s pirit u al  tr a nsf or m ati o n  of  t h eir  vi ol e nt  et h os  of  w ar  
a p p ar e ntl y h as a l asti n g f u n cti o n f or t h e Y a h w e h-r eli gi o n. A n y t y p ol o gi c al 
a p pli c ati o n of t h e dir e cti o ns o n t h e d estr u cti o n of t h e n ati o ns i n t h e c o nt e xt 
of t h e c o n q u est b y J os h u a o n t h e r et ur n of Isr a el t o t h eir l a n d aft er t h e e xil e, 
t h o u g h, is c at e g ori c all y pr e cl u d e d.  
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