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Studies in Deuteronomy Chapter 4 

 

(1)  Obedience Commanded:1-31   

 

 

Introduction  

 

1. Apart from Genesis, it is probable true to say that the other four books of the 

Pentateuch are not classed amongst the greatest and most favoured of OT 

books for the average Christian. Deuteronomy is not a narrative book like 

Genesis and other easier to read OT books. It is really a book of sermons. 

Sermons delivered by Moses just prior to Israel entering the Promised Land. 

 

2. Christopher Wright in his introduction to his commentary on Deuteronomy 

states, “Deuteronomy is particularly pregnant with implications and reflections 

on what it means to be the people of God, to be entrusted with the knowledge 

of the one living God and to be challenged to live out that knowledge in the 

sight of the nations”. He then states, “Deuteronomy has been aptly described 

as the heartbeat of the OT. Feel the pulse of Deuteronomy and you are in 

touch with the life and rhythm of the whole Hebrew Bible”.  

 

3. Did you know that Deuteronomy was Jesus’ most favoured book? There are 

thirty direct quotes from this book found in Jesus’ teaching and at least eighty 

allusions to Deuteronomy. Why was this? I suggest because Deuteronomy is 

a re-enforcement of the ethical teaching of the moral Law given at Sinai. Just 

like the prophets of the OT, Jesus found it necessary to give emphasis to the 

moral law rather than the ceremonial law. Adherence to outward religious 

observances is much easier than obedience to the moral and ethical 

requirements of the bible. It is easier to go to Church than it is to curb one’s 

negative and critical thoughts about other people. There is a sense, therefore, 

that we should be reading Deuteronomy more often so that we can 

understand and appreciate the teaching of Jesus.  

 

      4. In chapters 1-3 Moses recites Israel’s early history. It is the narrative portion 

of the book – much of the detail is already familiar to us from reading 

Numbers. However, when we come to chapter 4 we commence with Moses 

actual preaching. This continues throughout the book apart from occasional 
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referenced to past history. The wording of 4:1 “And now…” (ְוַעָּתה) seem to 

show that Moses has completed his survey of history in bringing his hearers 

up to date, and is about embark on a different form of teaching. 

 

5. I have divided the whole of chapter 4 into two unequal parts, but I do believe 

this is the correct division. 

 

a.  Vs 1-31  Obedience Commanded 

b. Vs 32-40 Yahweh alone is God  

 

6. I have further divided the first section 4:1-31 “Obedience verses Idolatry” 

a. Obedience commanded: vs 1-14 

b. Idolatry cautioned: 15-31 warning 

 

 

7. The theme seems to be that of enforcing the need to keep the law, statutes 

and judgements of God. In the first section (1-14) the need for obedience is 

emphasised. In the second section (15-31) disobedience through idolatry is 

warned. In this, the first sermon of Moses, he lays down two most important 

issues that demand attention from Israel. They must learn to obey God and 

they must avoid all forms of idolatry. This section is really an elaboration of 

the second Commandment from Exodus 20.  

 

8. In the third section (32-40) Moses provides Israel (and us also) with a 

dissertation on the doctrine of God. This becomes the foundation for their 

obedience and a reason for avoiding all forms of idolatry. If they only knew 

God, then they would be encouraged to obedience and would have nothing to 

do with false idols. 

 

9. These three lessons are very applicable to us today. We do not always enjoy 

those parts of scripture which enforce the necessity of obedience. We 

certainly do not like to read about God’s judging and chastising hand when 

we disobey. But perhaps our major sin is that of idolatry. Not in the form of 

graven images, but the adoration of some other object or person other than 

the living God.  
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10. The need for us to know about God is very real. It is for this reason that we 

have been given the scriptures. It is probably true to say that underlining our 

frequent disobedience is our failure to understand God. Having made a God 

of our own, in our image, we subtly reject the living God. Replacing the God 

of the Bible who hates sin and loves righteousness with an easy-going 

tolerant God we engage with sin too freely. The motive to sanctification has to 

be our knowledge of God.  

 

1. Vs 1-31  Obedience Commanded 

 

1. Obedience command & Commended  4:1-14 

 

1:1 Obedience involves Teaching,  listening and doing: 1-5 

 

1:2 Moses teaches the laws (vs 1); the people must “listen” (1), but they must    

also practice the teaching so as to “do them” (1). Teaching and listening are 

necessary, but once the teaching is done the doing must begin. It is not all 

over as you troop out of Church on a Sunday morning or evening. James 

says, “Be doers of the word and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” 

(James 1:22). Enjoying a sermon is only the beginning. If we stop at that we 

are deceiving ourselves.  

 

1:3 However, the word of God must be preserved intact. Nothing must be 

subtracted or added (2). No tampering with the revealed Word is allowed. 

Why? Because such teaching comes as “the commandments of the Lord your 

God” (2). One is reminded of Paul’s words from 2 Cor 4:2  “But we have 

renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice cunning or 

to tamper with God's word, but by the open statement of the truth we would 

commend ourselves to everyone's conscience in the sight of God”. None of 

us should ever fall into the trap of the “ignorant and unstable twist to their own 

destruction, as they do the other Scriptures”, 2 Peter 3:16). 

 

      The term “Word” is significant as it represents the whole of the revelation of 

God. It appears in the Hebrew title of this book, “These are the words”. Words 

which make up teaching are important. Verbal inspiration is an evangelical 

belief. If the very words are unreliable then so is the teaching. 
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1:4 As a warning against disobedience Moses calls upon the people to look back 

to the incident at Baal-peor (3-4). This is recorded in Numbers 25 and depicts 

the incident when Israel became involved in the fertility rites of forbidden 

worship of Moab. The characteristic of Canaanite religious worship is that it is 

heavily sexualised. In order to encourage growth in the fields and cattle, it 

was felt necessary to engage in all kinds of sexual performance. Israel was 

prohibited from such contact and as a result of Israel’s disobedience a great 

divine slaughter took place. Only through the obedience of others are they 

“alive to this day”. There is a close connection between obedience and 

worship. 

 

Here is a motive for obedience. It reminds us of Romans 1:18 “The wrath of 

God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and 

wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness”. Take note of 

the present tense of the Greek verb “revealed” – the wrath of God is on-going 

not just a thing of the past. 

 

1:5 Moses re-enforces the need for the people to be “taught” all the “decrees and 

laws” so that they may “follow them” into the land (5). Notice the strong word, 

“look” or, “see”. The Hebrew second person singular is used here ְרֵאה 

whereas Moses is addressed a crowd. This is for effect so that each 

individual person may pay attention. He is calling particular attention to what 

he is saying. Each separate Israelite must listen carefully.  

 

 

1:6      Obedience and its missionary results.  6-8 

 

1:7   Moses wants to show why it is important for Israel to obey God’s law, so 

they are put into an international context, “in the sight of the peoples” (6). The 

nations were not those which were expunged from Canaan, rather they 

constitute nations such as Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon etc. 

 

 Israel was never commissioned to be themselves missionaries as were the 

disciples (Matt 28:19). But their obedience and pure worship was to be a 

witness in itself to the surrounding nations.  
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 “This is your wisdom and your understanding” (6). Their obedience to the 

laws of Yahweh would constitute “wisdom” and “understanding”. This is 

something reflected in the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament.  Proverbs 

reminds us that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov 1:7) 

and “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov 9:10).  

 

 Israel’s obedience should be a witness to the nations so that people are 

drawn to admire “this great nation” which is a “wise and understanding 

people”.  

 

Lifestyle is always known as the most meaningful witness to the Gospel. Paul 

wrote about Christians who are to be, “blameless and innocent, children of 

God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among 

whom you shine as lights in the world” (Phil 25). 

 

 1:8 But, the ultimate purpose of the witness is to draw attention to Yahweh. The 

nations will say “For what great nation is there that has a God so near to it as 

the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call upon him?” (7). Through 

Israel’s obedience the pagan nations will see something of the intimacy that 

Israel has with Yahweh, and how close and meaningful God is to them. There 

is a vast contrast between the gods of the nations and Yahweh. 

 

1:9 The nation’s admiration for Israel and Yahweh knows now limits, “And what 

great nation is there, that has statutes and rules so righteous as all this law 

that I set before you today?” (8). 

 

1:10    Obedience is absolutely necessary.  9-14 

 

1:11 Given that Israel was to shine as lights in a dark world, Moses sees the need 

to lay extra emphasis on the need for careful obedience.  

 

1:12 “Only be careful, and watch yourselves closely” (9). The Hebrew literally says, 

“Only watch yourself and guard your soul very much”. The Hebrew word for 

“soul” is  ַנ ְפְׁש  which really represents “life” and is applied to animals as well 

as humans (Gen 1:20). It points to a “person”, an “individual” expressing the 

whole inner self of a person taking in the emotions, desires and 
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characteristics. Again, this noun and its verbs are in the second person 

singular as if Moses is speaking to a single person.  

 

 The significance of this imperative is to take careful regard to one’s person, 

attitude, thinking and character.  

 

 “….lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart 

from your heart all the days of your life” (9). Remembering and forgetting 

receive frequent emphasis in Deuteronomy. Two words are used giving force 

to a single meaning, “forget” and “depart”; losing sight of what God has done 

with the eyes leads to the Laws departing from the heart. One can just forget 

everything that has been taught, or “let slip” ( ,Hebrew literally ( יָסּורּו ִמְּלָבְב

“turn aside from your heart”.  

 

 Such teachings must not only be remembered, but taught to other 

generations, “Make them known to your children and your children's children” 

(9). This is further emphasised with more detail in Deut 6:7 where the adults 

are told to teaching these laws to their children from breakfast through to 

supper time! 

 

1:13 Not only are the laws to be taught to adults and children but also the history 

(10). Notice the emphasis placed on the words, “…so that they may learn to 

fear me all the days that they live on the earth, and that they may teach their 

children so.' 

 

1:14 Learning to “fear” God is not only an OT concept. Indeed, the NT regards 

such a response towards God with such importance that it is this that 

characterises the Christian. In describing the characteristics of the non-

Christian he says, “There is no fear of God before their eyes” (Rom 3:18). The 

implication is that one of the main characteristics of a Christian is that he or 

she holds the “fear of God” before their eyes at all times and only views their 

lifestyle in this way. 

 

1:15 Israel is ordered to remember the fearsome history surrounding Sinai and the 

giving of the Ten Commandments (11-14).  
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1:16 “And he declared to you his covenant…” (13). A Covenant is a legal 

agreement between two or more persons. It is an outstanding feature of the 

grace of God that He binds Himself to His people through Covenant. God 

makes promises to care for and protect Israel, whilst Israel has certain ethical 

conditions to meet as their side of the Covenant. This Covenant was made at 

Sinai. It is a legal act; God binds Himself legally to His people. 

 

1:17 God will provide for His people as His side of the Covenant, but Israel must 

keep His laws in order to fulfil their part of the Covenant. This is spelt out in 

the well known, “Ten Commandments” (13). But it is imperative that these 

Ten Commandments are maintained by Israel, “…which he commanded you 

to perform”.  

 

1:18 This Covenant is made between God and political Israel. There were two 

other very significant Covenants of which we are a part. The first, between 

Jesus – as He represented His own people being the second Adam – and 

God the Father, and is known as “The Covenant of Redemption”.  This is 

celebrated every time we take Communion and recall the words, “The New 

Covenant in my blood” (1 Cor 11). The second is the “Covenant of Grace” in 

which God enters into an intimate and yet legal relationship with sinners in 

their salvation. Scripture records, "This is the covenant I will make with them 

after that time, says the Lord. 'I will put my laws in their hearts, I will write 

them on their minds' (Hebrews 10:16-17).  

 

1:19 Finally, in this section, Moses reiterates his instructions from Yahweh that he 

is to teach you statutes and rules, “that you might do them in the land that you 

are going over to possess” (14). Notice the repeated emphasis on the need to 

observe, practice and do what is commanded. 

 

2. Disobedience – warning of punishment : 15-31 

 

2:1 The warnings of idolatry  15-20 

 

2:2 "Therefore watch yourselves very carefully” (15). Notice how Moses reverts to 

his previous teaching found in verse 9. His point is that in the light of the need 

to retain obedience to the “Ten Commandments” with its ethical teaching, 
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they must “take careful regard to their souls” ( ְונְִׁשַמְרֶּתם ְמאֹד ְלנְַפׁשֵֹתיֶכם  ). The 

Hebrew here is very similar to verse 9.  

 

2:3 The words “you saw no form” (15) are significant and protest against the 

making of images of Yahweh to worship. Yahweh is invisible, so do not try to 

make visible images. Moreover, Yahweh is not seen but He does speak “the 

Lord spoke to you…you heard the sound of words…there was only a voice” 

(12). On the other hand, idols may be seen, visible, but they are dumb; they 

cannot speak.  

 

2:4 “so that you do not become corrupt” (16). The Hebrew  ַּתְׁשִחתּון can mean 

“spoilt, ruined”. Disobedience will lead to their ultimate “ruin”. This is because 

it will lead to the making of images (or shapes) which would be typical of 

Canaanite religion and Israel could subsequently begin to worship them in 

place of Yahweh (17-19a).  

 

2:5 We must realise that Israel was surrounded by neighbours who were 

themselves corrupted by Canaanite religion. The temptation to give in to this 

religion of fertility must have been immense. Hence the danger of being 

“drawn away”  (or enticed, led astray) (19).  

 

2:6 Canaanite religion was a fertility religion fraught with erotic behaviour. Sexual 

practice was the means of encouraging fertility in the fields, animals and 

families.   

 

2:7 Notice how the creation objects found in verse has become the reverse of the 

creation order found in Genesis 1:3-27. Genesis begins with the stars and 

ends with the creation of man, whereas in Deuteronomy it begins with 

mankind and ends with the stars. The implication here is that the making of 

images not only corrupts God’s people but also turns upside-down the 

created order.  

 

2:8 “…which the Lord you God has apportioned to all nations” (19a). It is foolish 

to worship images of the creation because Yahweh Himself created all things 

and shared them out to all nations. Why worship the creation when you have 

the Creator Himself to worship? 
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2:9 “….the Lord took you…out of Egypt…” (20). As means of avoiding idolatry 

Israel must constantly remember Yahweh’ redemptive actions on their behalf. 

How can they worship images made by man when Yahweh has rescued them 

from “the iron furnace” (i.e. Egyptian bondage)? How can they submit to idol 

worship after Yahweh has made them His “inheritance”? 

 

2:10 Warnings of punishment for idolatry 21-28 

 

2:11 If verse 20 challenged Israel’s conscience, the following section challenges 

the nation’s future. Their future will be made very unstable if they resort to 

idolatry. They need to be warned of the consequences.  

 

2:12 “The Lord was angry with me….” (21-22). As an illustration of Yahweh’s wrath 

and strictness, Moses points to his own experience. He is saying in effect, 

“Look at me; look at what God has done to me because of my disobedience”. 

If Moses was prohibited from entering the land because of his disobedience, 

what is likely to happen to Israel if they disobey? 

 

2:13 “Be careful not to forget….” (23). Here is the warning that they must not 

“ignore” (Hebrew ִּתְׁשְּכחּו ) the “Covenant”. Notice how the emphasis is upon 

the moral aspect of the Covenant and not the ceremonial, “…do not make for 

yourselves an idol” which is the second Commandment (Exodus 20:4f). Israel 

repeatedly “forgot” the moral aspect of the Covenant in favour of the 

ceremonial (Is 1:11-17).  

 

2:14 “For the Lord your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God” (24). You will find 

this text quoted in Hebrews 12:29 within one of the letter’s warning passages. 

It is a warning. Whilst verse 31 will inform Israel that Yahweh is a “merciful” 

God, this text shows that He is a God who expresses His wrath. These two 

sides of the nature and character of God must be held in balance.   

 

2:15 “…jealous God”; i.e., Yahweh has such a close and intimate relationship with 

Israel that He is jealous of any other god or idol that might take His place. It is 

a sign of His deep love for the nation. God will not tolerate a rival. 
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2:16 The final warning: verses 25-28. Moses extends this warning from the present 

into the future, "When you father children and children's children, and have 

grown old in the land” (25). 

 

2:17 The warning is of grave punishment (26-28) which will result in a total 

disintegration of the entire nation “…the Lord will scatter you among the 

peoples and you will be left few in number…” (27). This was realised in the 

loss of the ten northern tribes following the invasion of Assyria, and later to 

the remainder of the nations in AD 70 under the Romans. 

 

2:18 “quickly destroyed”…..“certainly be destroyed”. Notice the two verbs that 

receive strong emphasis. This will definitely happen. 

 

2:19 Predictions of restoration and forgiveness  29-31 

 

2:20 Beyond sin and judgement there is always hope wherever the people find 

themselves! Apostasy can be turned into repentance “seek” and “find” (29). 

But notice that the emphasis is upon the “heart” and it must be sincere, “with 

all your soul”, i.e., with all your personality, being and commitment. The result 

will definitely be that “you will find Him”.  

 

2:21 “then in later days you will return to the LORD your God and obey him” (30). 

A prediction of future repentance (Hebrew  ְָוַׁשְבּת “return, repent”)  is given in 

verse 30. This is echoed in Jeremiah 29:11-14. Is this of what Paul speaks in 

Romans 11:11-32? 

 

2:22 “For….merciful God…not abandon…or forget the covenant….” (31). Rather 

than end on a negative note of judgement, Moses concludes this part of his 

sermon with encouragement of blessing. He points to the nature and 

character of God. Their doctrine of God is most essential as they contemplate 

their future. He will expand upon this in the following verses 32-40. 

 

2:23 Yahweh is a “merciful God”. The Hebrew ַרחּום means also “compassionate” 

portraying God as a God with feelings, a heart for His people. (see Psalm 

103:13). 
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2:24 “not leave you”. The Hebrew  signifies “abandon; desert”. Yahweh will not יְַרְּפ

cut off His people for ever. Something reflected in Romans 11:1.  

 

2:25 “or forget the covenant”. Israel may forget Yahweh, but He will never forget 

His chosen people. Again reflected in Romans 11:27. 

 

3. Applications and lessons 

 

3:1 (1) Learn to live cautiously as a Christian in this world 

 

3:2 Notice the following verses where Moses urges Israel to take seriously his 

teaching. He says (1) “Hear now, O Israel”;  (6) “Observe them carefully”; (9) 

“Only be careful, and watch yourselves closely”; (15) “…watch yourselves 

very careful” ; (23) “Be careful not to forget”. 

 

3:3 I was watching a story film about soldiers in Iraq engaged in bomb disposal 

operations. I noticed with what care they walked down the road, guns ready, 

covering each other’s backs. Then the bomb disposal soldier worked with 

utmost care as he sought to disarm the bomb. Caution; concentration; 

seriousness – were their watch words if they wanted to live to see another 

day.  

 

3:4 Moses tells Israel and us to walk carefully and cautiously through this life. 

There are many hazards and dangers that will pull us down and seek to 

destroy our Christian lives. We are told that the Devil, like a lion, is seeking 

who to devour. We need to be alert; circumspect; always on watch; being 

very careful in our behaviour, language, mood and conduct.  

 

3:5 Ephesians 5:15 says, “Be very careful, then, how you live--not as unwise but 

as wise”. Do not proceed through your Christian life carelessly, easily 

handling sin, refusing to take notice of the warnings of scripture.  

 

3:6 The Christian life demands your full attention. Learn what is expected of you; 

take great care to implement what you learn; learn from your mistakes. Act 

wisely; circumspectly; cautiously; guardedly. The Christian life demands that 

we take it seriously. It insists that we give it our full attention and refuse to be 

careless, sloppy and superficial.  
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3:7 (2) Learn to recognise that people are watching you vs 6-7 

 

3:8 “….in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will 

say, 'Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.' For what 

great nation is there that has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is to 

us, whenever we call upon him?” 

 

3:9 Although Israel was never given a commission to witness to the world, it was 

nevertheless impressed upon them that Yahweh’s reputation in the eyes of 

the nation depended upon their obedience. “Then this city will bring me 

renown, joy, praise and honour before all nations on earth that hear of all the 

good things I do for it; and they will be in awe and will tremble at the abundant 

prosperity and peace I provide for it” (Jeremiah 33:9). 

 

3:10 Indeed, all of Yahweh’s actions on behalf of Israel were carried out for His 

own glory, “But for the sake of my name I did what would keep it from being 

profaned in the eyes of the nations they lived among and in whose sight I had 

revealed myself to the Israelites by bringing them out of Egypt” (Ezekiel 20:9). 

The same is repeated in verses 14, 22. If we substitute “name” for “fame” we 

can begin to understand God’s concerns. His reputation was tarnished in the 

eyes of the nations by Israel’s disobedience.  

 

3:11 Because of this Israel would be punished as a witness to the nations of how 

Yahweh does not tolerate sin. For example, “Jerusalem. I have set her in the 

centre of the nations, with countries all around her…..” (Ezekiel 5:5). The 

problem was that Israel did worse than the nations around them, “You have 

been more unruly than the nations around you and have not followed my 

decrees or kept my laws. You have not even conformed to the standards of 

the nations around you” (Ezekiel 5:7). For this reason, when God punished 

His people He did so in the sight of the nations who were watching, “And I will 

execute judgments in your midst in the sight of the nations” (Ezekiel 5:8). The 

result was that this punishment would become a witness to the nations of 

Yahweh’s utter holiness and His rejection of their sin, "I will make you a ruin 

and a reproach among the nations around you, in the sight of all who pass by. 

You will be a reproach and a taunt, a warning and an object of horror to the 



Page 13 of 18 

nations around you when I inflict punishment on you in anger and in wrath 

and with stinging rebuke. I the LORD have spoken” ” (Ezekiel 5:14-15).   

 

3:12 The point I am making is this. We are being watched by unbelievers. They are 

either attracted to the Gospel by our daily conduct or repulsed. We either 

make people more indifferent to the Gospel or we motivate them. What they 

think of God may largely be due to our witness. This is what Paul said of the 

Jews in Romans 2:24 “As it is written: "God's name is blasphemed among the 

Gentiles because of you." That is not supposed to happen. What is designed 

is this, “…let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds 

and praise your Father in heaven” (Matt 5:16). 

 

3:13 (3) Learn of the chastising hand of God  26-27 

 

3:14 Do we believe that the God of the Old Testament is still alive today? Is He the 

God of the New Testament? Is this the God we worship? I feel often that we 

created a dichotomy between the two testaments. In the OT we see the wrath 

of God, His anger and punishment of His people. But in the NT we want to 

see a God of nothing but love, kindness and gentleness. There is a tendency 

to reject the notions of the wrath of God. 

 

3:15 Yet it is in the NT that we read so often of the “wrath of God”. In Romans 

alone the word appears no less than nine times. Indeed, Paul calls us to 

consider “the kindness and severity of God” (Rom 11:22). Such expressions 

are brought out clearly in the six letters to the Churches in Revelation where 

the style is more akin to the warnings of the OT prophets. 

 

3:16 I sometimes wonder if we really take sin seriously. There is a conscious 

antinomianism and an unconscious antinomianism. By this I mean that we 

have come to presume upon the love of God too much to the point that we 

abuse His love and goodness. We think that sin does not really matter 

because God will forgive, after all that is His job, we are taught that “God is 

love”! People do not weep over sin; we have lost the art of inner conviction as 

that expressed by David in Psalm 51.  

 

3:17 Seeking forgiveness has become too easy for us. After all , it is only a matter 

of simply saying “sorry” and that should be an end to it. But John in his first 
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epistle sees it differently. He tells us that it is impossible to say that we are 

walking with God when we are in known sin, “If we claim to have fellowship 

with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth” (1 John 

1:6). Look at the bluntness of his words, we are “liars”. But, of course, there is 

forgiveness, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us 

our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). 

 

3:18 Yes, but how is it obtained? Listen to John’s solemn words, “But if anybody 

does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defence--Jesus 

Christ, the Righteous One. He is the propitiation for our sins, …” (1 John 2:1-

2). I prefer to accept the ESV rendering of the Greek as “propitiation” rather 

than the NIV “atoning sacrifice”.   

 

3:19 Why is this important? Because of the significance of the word “propitiation” 

which means the appeasing or satisfying of wrath. But why should a word 

signifying wrath be used in this context of Christians seeking forgiveness? 

Surely, God is “Father” as expressed in verse 1. Yes, but notice how we – as 

Christian people – still need an “advocate” who “speaks in our defence”. Why 

do we need Jesus to speak in our defence before the Father? The reason is 

simple. It is because of sin. God is no less intolerant of the sin of a Christian 

than he is of the sin of a non-Christian. Somehow we have it in our minds that 

God is easy-going with our sin; that He does not display any anger or wrath 

towards a Christian and will turn a blind eye to our wrong doing. Nothing 

could be further from the truth. The fact is I believe God is more ruthless with 

the sins of His people and this can be seen from His treatment of Israel.  

 

3:20 But, look at the words used in 1 John. Every time we seek forgiveness we 

need “Jesus Christ the Righteous” to come alongside and plead on our behalf 

for our defence by using His death as the propitiation for our sin. That 

propitiatory sacrifice has to be used again and again.  

 

3:21 I said that God is more likely to treat the sins of His people with more 

strictness than the sins of the non-Christian world. Why did I say that? It is 

because we are His children. A good and proper parent is going to be stricter 

with his own children because they are his children than children belonging to 

another parent. Hence we are told in Hebrews 12:5-11 that God, in His love 

for us, will discipline and punish us on account of our sin and disobedience. “.. 
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"My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose heart 

when he rebukes you, 6 because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he 

punishes everyone he accepts as a son." 7 Endure hardship as discipline; 

God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? 8 If 

you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are 

illegitimate children and not true sons. 9 Moreover, we have all had human 

fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more 

should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! 10 Our fathers 

disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for 

our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11 No discipline seems pleasant 

at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of 

righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it”. 

 

3:22 Whilst all of this is an acceptable translation I should point out to you that this 

passage uses a variety of words. In verse 5 we have “discipline” (Greek 

παιδείας ) which can be “instruction, being the training and education of 

children”. Then, in this verse we have “rebuke” (Greek ἐλεγχόµενος) which 

means “being told off; reproving, cross examination”.  

 

3:23 In verse 6 the wording portrays something harder. The Greek µαστιγοῖ is  

translated as “discipline”, but is a different word than that used in the previous 

verse. Here it means “to beat severely with a whip”. It is the same word used 

in the Gospels when describing Jesus being whipped by the Romans prior to 

crucifixion.  

 

3:24 How God exercises His discipline upon us must be in a variety of ways. It is 

impossible to be precise. But, the point is that if we persist in our sin He will 

discipline us. We cannot expect to get away with out sin lightly. We must 

acknowledge that God takes sin very seriously – especially within His own 

people.  

 

3:25 (4) Learn about the forgiving God  29-31 

 

3:26 Notice how wonderfully balanced are the scriptures. Our problem is that we 

become choosers of which scriptures we prefer to believe and thereby 

become over-balanced. You cannot cherry-pick with the scriptures. You must 

have a fully balanced view.  
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3:27 Consequently, having expressed Yahweh’s obvious wrath and anger against 

sin which will result in punishment, Moses teaches about Yahweh’s love and 

kindness in forgiving sin when it is repented. “But if from there you seek the 

LORD your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and 

with all your soul…….. (Deut 4:29). 

 

3:27 Yahweh is finable! It is possible for the backslider to return to Him again. He 

makes Himself available to the repentant sinner. But, He is to be sought with 

all the heart. Complacency and superficiality will not work. Merely saying 

“sorry” for sins committed will not do. There needs to be eagerness, 

conviction, a sense of desperation and urgency. The seeking after God must 

be accompanied by the same eagerness as that expressed in the man who 

lost one of his sheep, or the woman who lost a coin, and the father who lost a 

son (Luke 15). 

 

3:28 The Hebrew uses strong language when it refers to the “heart” and the “soul”. 

This signifies the involvement of the whole person; the entire personality and 

inward self. Repentance does not consist merely of words – it is heart and 

soul.  

 

3:29 Think of the story of the two men who went to the Temple to pray, one a 

Pharisee and the other a Tax Collector (Luke 18:10-14). Look at the Tax 

Collector’s expressions, “God be merciful to me a sinner” (vs 13). The use of 

words is interesting. He does not use the usual word for “mercy”. Rather he 

uses the words “be propitiated to me”. We are back in the context of 1 John 

2:1-2. Here is a man who recognizes the gravity of his sin and that it rightly 

deserves the wrath of God. Then notice the following words “to me a sinner”. 

The Greek has “the sinner”. It is as if this man considers himself to be the 

worst sinner on the planet. He is not one sinner amongst many; no, he sees 

himself as if he is the worst of all sinners. He refuses even to compare himself 

with the proud Pharisee. This is true repentance.  

 

3:30 To this you can add Psalm 51, along with Psalms 6,38, 32 and 130. And then 

Paul’s conversion experience in Romans 7 which culminates in the words 

“wretched man that I am” (vs 24).  

 



Page 17 of 18 

3:31 The reason why there is forgiveness is because, “the LORD your God is a 

merciful God; he will not abandon or destroy you or forget the covenant with 

your forefathers, which he confirmed to them by oath”. Even though God will 

express His holy displeasure against sin, He offers us full and free 

forgiveness.  

 

3:32 Yahweh is “merciful”. The Hebrew ַרחּום means “compassionate”. It comes 

from a Hebrew word meaning “intestines, womb”. It means that God has 

feelings; He is sensitive and empathetic. This is what the Psalmist says, “As a 

father shows compassion to his children, so the LORD shows compassion to 

those who fear him.  For he knows our frame; he remembers that we are 

dust” (Psalm 103:13-14). Quoting the OT Matthew states, “a bruised reed he 

will not break, and a smouldering wick he will not quench” (Matt 12:20).  

 

3:33 Why is God so merciful towards us? Because “He…will not forget the 

covenant….” (Deut 4:31). Yahweh is a covenant keeping God. He has regard 

for the covenantal promises He has made. This is why the Communion 

service should be so significant to us. We are reminding ourselves of the 

Covenant in the words, “..the cup of the New Covenant” (1 Cor 11:25). Our 

salvation is secure with repeated forgiveness built in to it because God is a 

Holy and Righteous God who will not forget His Covenant. The Covenant He 

made with Jesus who represented us on the cross as the Second Adam.  

 

3:34 As in the words of 1 John 1:9 “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness”. It is not 

because is being particularly generous towards us that He forgives; rather it is 

because He is “faithful and just” and He remembers His Covenant.  

 

3:35 If, when we seek Him with all of our heart and soul we feel so wretched that 

we think He cannot possibly forgive us, we must remember the Covenant. 

God must forgive; He has made a Covenantal promise; He cannot go back on 

His word. We must plead the Covenant.  
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Conclusion  

1. My final point from this passage is for preachers and teachers. Notice how 

Moses presents his sermon. It contains solid teaching; warnings; blessings 

and applications. 

 

2. You will find that Moses is not afraid to give stern warnings in his applications. 

He is direct in his speech; he is not entertaining the people or merely giving 

them what they would like to hear.  

 

3. Notice how Moses keeps a balance between warnings and blessings. He 

gives the warning but follows directly with the promise of blessings from a 

merciful God.  

 

4. Finally, notice how Moses gives applications all the way through his sermon. 

It is not sufficient to merely give the teachings; applications are necessary. 

Every sermon should contain two elements. First the “What” and then the “So 

what”. The material must explained so as to make clear the “What-does-it-

mean”. But this must be followed with an answer to the “So What-do-I-do-

with-this”?  

 

Richard Lee.  19 February 2012 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


