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 Welcome back to Religious Studies 101, Literature and World of the Hebrew 

Bible.  This is session 7.  Today we’re gonna be talking about the Deuteronomistic 

literature and the Book of Deuteronomy, the law book of this literature. 

 As I’ve talked about this course and as we’ve worked through our first sex 

lessons, I think I’ve repeated probably too many times this is fundamentally a history 

course.  We’re going to take, then, fundamentally a chronological approach, at least for 

a good chunk of this class, toward the text.  We’re going to move through those layers 

of texts, those collections of texts, those pieces of text, in a chronological fashion. 

 That brings us to the first big chunk of canonized, authoritative text and we’re 

talking about Deuteronomy and the literature that is written from a perspective of 

Deuteronomy.  We call it the Deuteronomistic literature.  Let me define for you briefly 

what the Deuteronomistic literature is.  The Deuteronomistic literature includes a law 

book, the book of Deuteronomy.  All right — the book of Deuteronomy.  It includes 

history and historical books, really something of a continuous history.  Joshua, Judges, 

First and Second Samuel, First and Second Kings.  That is what is referred to in 

scholarly literature as the Deuteronomistic history.  Deuteronomistic history is history 

written from the perspective of the laws of Deuteronomy.  Very important concepts to 

understand. 

 Then the prophecy — there’s Deuteronomistic prophecy or prophecy that’s 

written from the perspective of Deuteronomy, and this is the book of Jeremiah.  When 

we talk about the Deuteronomistic literature, we’ll be focusing in on and talking about, 

for the most part, Deuteronomy and then the Deuteronomistic historical books, the 
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Deuteronomistic history.  We’ll leave Jeremiah a little bit until later. 

 What’s the historical context?  What’s the date?  If we’re gonna be dealing with 

the literature chronologically, we need to ask ourselves what’s the chronological date for 

this material.  And fundamentally we’re going to date it to the time of Hezekiah and 

Josiah, and the fall of the northern kingdom around 722 B.C.E.  Now, let me clarify 

myself here because I don’t want to be misunderstood.  As we have talked about the 

literature in the text of the Hebrew Bible, we have emphasized that — that while today 

we may have a book — Deuteronomy, let’s say — that starts in chapter 1, ends in 

chapter 34 — that there may be parts of that book that have traveled through time and 

have themselves a long history.  There may be poems taken from ancient Israelite 

ethics.  There may be laws that had use for decades or centuries in northern Israel that 

then are brought into the book of Deuteronomy.  There may be stories in the 

Deuteronomistic history that were developed, circulated, were popular, were influential 

in Samaria or Dan or northern Israel for centuries and then were brought into later the 

Deuteronomistic history. 

 So just because we’re dating this material and we talk about it within the context 

of Hezekiah or Jeremiah, Hezekiah or Josiah, it doesn’t mean that we sit there — 

scholars sit there and think that it was during the time of Josiah just someone sat down 

and thought, “You know, I’m gonna write the book of Deuteronomy.”  And they start 

with verse one and ended up with a final verse at the end in chapter 34.  That’s not the 

case.  All of this material had a long history that came together.   

 Furthermore, when we talk about dating this material to the time of Hezekiah or 
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Josiah, we’re talking about a prominent time and prominent set of events that sort of 

crystalized, but it had a life afterwards and that material still was coming into this 

collection of Deuteronomistic thought, Deuteronomistic literature.  And so still there 

were stories and prophecies and laws that were being updated and clarified as the 

situation changed. 

 And this is important to understand because one of the things we’re gonna talk 

about in future lessons when we talk about the Deuteronomistic history is we’re gonna 

talk about a first edition and a second edition.  We’re going to talk about historical 

circumstances for the first edition and a different set of historical circumstances for the 

second edition.  So stuff did get updated.  So I don’t want you to sit there and think, 

“Okay.  I’ve got Deuteronomy set within Josiah, and it’s a done deal.”  No.  There’s a 

pre-history, there’s a post-history, it’s very fluid.  So keep that fluidity in mind. 

 Having said that, given that disclaimer, let’s talk a little bit about the general 

context, historical context, that was taking place around 722 B.C.E.  As you noted from 

our historical overview, that was the time when the Assyrians came in and took over 

and defeated and destroyed the northern kingdom.  The ten lost tribes of Israel, ten 

tribes of the northern kingdom.  They ceased to exist as a nation.  They never existed 

again, at least independently, for — they never existed again independently.  Judah 

was the only nation that had a continuing existence. 

 As we mentioned at that historical overview, that romp through Israelites’ history 

— Israel’s history, that the challenge at that time was to unite a 200-year-old division 

that took place in 930 with a civil war between Rehoboam and Jeroboam.  And 
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Hezekiah first and then later Manasseh and then later Josiah had to come to grips with 

trying to unite those people.  How did they do it?  How did they do it? 

 One of the things that we see at that time historically is that Jerusalem expanded 

in terms of its population and became something of a refuge.  And Jerusalem became 

something of a focal point for the nation.  There are a couple of issues or items that I 

want to point out, aspects to this point that I want to emphasize. 

 Number one.  Historically, we can see — archaeologists have seen — that there 

was an expansion of Jerusalem’s walls during the time of Hezekiah.  And if you go to 

Jerusalem today, you can look at — they have within the Jewish quarter of the old city a 

big section of the wall uncovered and you can see the foundations of Hezekiah’s wall.  

Very fascinating. 

 The other thing that you see is that apparently there were national shrines or holy 

places all over the land.  Up to that point Judah felt fairly comfortable with those as 

national shrines, and we’ll talk about this when we visit the ancient city of Arad a little bit 

later.  But apparently at the time of Hezekiah and Josiah, those were destroyed and 

there was a focus on the temple in Jerusalem as the only legitimate place of worship.  

And one of the things, one of the most prominent aspects of Deuteronomistic law, 

Deuteronomistic thought, is the centralization of worship at Jerusalem.  And if you look 

at Deuteronomy 12, verse 5 — and this is a verse that you ought to be getting down on 

your notes.  It’s a very legitimate thing for me to ask you about on a test. 

 Let’s look at this.  I’m starting in Deuteronomy 12, verse 2: “You must demolish 

completely all the places where the nations whom you are about to dispossess served 
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their gods on the mountain heights, on the hills and under every leafy tree.   Break 

down their altars, smash their pillars, burn their sacred poles with fire, and hew down 

the idols of their gods, and blot out their name from their places.  Shall not worship the 

Lord your God in such ways, but you shall seek the place” — verse 5 — “you shall seek 

the place that the Lord your God will choose out of all your tribes as His habitation to put 

his name there.  You shall go there, bringing your sacrifices, burnt offerings,” etc.   

And then the history clearly demonstrates that this place — the text is thinking about no 

other place other than Jerusalem.  The centralization of everything in Jerusalem is a 

critical, crucial part of Deuteronomistic thought and a characterization of it.   

 Now, let’s take a look at the history of this literature briefly.  First of all, when 

Hezekiah and later Josiah are bringing — creating loyalty and fidelity to their reign 

underneath them and they’ve got to win over the refugees from the north, they’ve got a 

challenge that we’ve talked about.  How do they do this?  One of the ways they do this 

is that they take the traditions that these northerners are bringing with them, and they 

take them and they reform their own political structures along these lines and they make 

some political compromises.  And it’s a very — and this is referred to as the 

Deuteronomistic Reformation. 

 This reformation above all else brought limitations upon the king.  And so again, 

when you first start to think about what Hezekiah and then later Josiah started to deal 

with to win over, think in terms of political reformation, limitations on their own power, 

and  the way they did this was create a law, create a law book, which is, scholars 

believe fundamentally, the core of — not every verse, but the core of the Book of 
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Deuteronomy.  And so you read in the text about how they were cleaning the temple 

and found the law book.  And Josiah said, “Oh, my goodness.  We haven’t been 

following this.”  That is a story scholars believe about how the — how Josiah and his 

dynasty started to explain there is a new law and there is a new law book here that is 

from God and is going to form basically the constitution for our kingdom.  And it is a 

part of the reform that’s going on. 

 Then you have history that is being written based upon this law.  And again, 

there are two edition to this history.  There is a first edition written in the time of Josiah 

and that talks about really — promotes Josiah as the ultimate good king.  But as we all 

know and as we learned in our past lessons about our romp through Israelite history, 

that Josiah was killed in 609 by the Egyptians and everything came to sort of a crashing 

halt.  There was a great big reality check at that point. 

 How did the Deuteronomists deal with that?  What did they think or have to say 

about that?  Well, that’s when a second edition — and then later the nation goes off 

into exile.  How did they explain that?  That’s the second edition of the 

Deuteronomistic history.  We’ll talk about that as well. 

 We’ve talked about Deuteronomy as the law or the constitution.  We’ve talked 

about the Deuteronomistic history and now let’s ask ourselves a little bit about the 

authorities or some prominent figures that show up in the Deuteronomistic history.  

First of all, you have Moses.  Moses was understood and the character of Moses plays 

in the Deuteronomistic literature as an ancient authority who spoke directly with God.  

No one else did.  They weren’t able to.  If they had seen God, they would’ve — they 
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weren’t holy enough and they would’ve all died.  So Moses received the law directly 

from God and handed it to the people.  He was that intermediary.  Moses is an ancient 

authority that no one could argue with.  And that is gonna be an important point. 

 The other historical authority is David.  Why would David play such a prominent 

role?  Because he was the first to unite all the tribes and all the people in loyalty to him.  

And we talked about in our story of Israel’‘s history that the Dravidic dynasty was the 

first to unite the nation underneath — in loyalty to his own personality.  And so David is 

an ancient authority and Josiah becomes something of a second David.  He’s the one 

who most perfectly follows — in fact, he actually follows God’s law better than David 

did. 

 Now, throughout these next few lessons and throughout this course, I want to 

work with a thesis for the Deuteronomistic literature.  Get this thesis down in your 

notes.  Go back and review it often.  As you are reviewing a particular lesson about 

Deuteronomy, go back and look at this thesis and compare this thesis to what we talk 

about in class and think about how they worked together.  Here’s the thesis.  If Israel 

is led by an obedient king, then Yahweh will grant protection and prosperity. 

 What does Deuteronomy want for the nation?  What does the Deuteronomistic 

literature want for the nation?  Protection and prosperity.  If you look at Deuteronomy 

30, chapter 30, verses 15 following, you’ll see a really strong statement.  “If you follow 

this law, you will live.  If you don’t, you will die.  Choose today to live.  If you’re 

obedient as a nation, you’ll live.  If you’re not, you’re gonna die.  What’s gonna 

determine whether or not Israel as a nation obeys and lives?  Its king, its leader.  And 
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so if Israel is led by an obedient king like, say, Josiah, then Yahweh will grant protection 

and prosperity.  That is an overview of the Deuteronomistic literature. 

 Now let’s jump into the foundation of that literature, its law book, the book of 

Deuteronomy.  The book of Deuteronomy presents a unique text in ancient Near 

Eastern literature and in the Hebrew Bible.  Scholars have debated, to a certain extent, 

“Well, what in the world is this book?  Is it law?  Because certainly it contains law.”  

But at the same time it’s a sermon by Moses.  He’s preaching to the masses.  So is it 

a sermon?  Is it a confession?  What is it? 

 The way we’re gonna talk about it in this class is we’re gonna think about it in 

terms of a constitution.  And there is a Jewish historian dating to the First Century C.E., 

Josephus, who talks about the Jews having a polity, which basically would be translated 

as a constitution.  And Deuteronomy acted as that constitution.  I want to — I want you 

to take a look at a picture that is found on the code of Hammurabi.  Hammurabi was an 

ancient Near Eastern king and he created this big slab — this big stone about here are 

all the laws of the land, and this is how the king is going to take care of you through 

these laws.  And then at the top of this big stone slab is a picture of the god seated and 

Hammurabi prayerfully, worshipfully, respectfully receiving from God the law.  And it is 

that picture of theocracy that we’ve already talked about.  Here’s God handing down 

the law to the king.  The king hands it down to the people and the people should 

respect it.  Because ultimately it’s the divine law.  All Hammurabi is — all any Near 

Eastern king is is really an earthly regent. 

 On a practical level, though, if you’re the peasant in the field and the king comes 
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by and says, “This is the law of the land,” it’s the king who’s handing the law down to 

you.  It doesn’t always feel good.  Deuteronomy created something different.  It did 

something philosophically, fundamentally new, and that’s what makes Deuteronomy so 

exciting.  Again, Deuteronomy sets up not the king as the one receiving the law but the 

ancient authority, Moses, who receives the law and hands it to the people.  And it’s out 

of these people that a king is anointed by God and chosen, but still the connection 

between the people and the king is never forgotten.  And so suddenly you have a law 

that is over the king and independent of the king, and that the king must obey along with 

the rest of the people. 

 And so instead of the law of Hammurabi where Hammurabi receives the law 

directly from the king, from the God, and then to the people, and that places Hammurabi 

essentially over the law.  For the Deuteronomistic reform, for the Deuteronomistic 

traditions, they viewed the laws coming to Moses and then it was the king who was 

under and therefore obedient to the law. 

 I want to give you a working definition of what a constitution is.  This is a concept 

and a definition that is just a teaching tool for us to think about and wrestle with and 

hopefully focus our attention on how Deuteronomy is working here.  The true nature of 

a constitution and of constitutionalism, its differentia specifica by which it contrasts with 

all non-constitutional regimes, is discovered by asking what is the political function of a 

constitution?  For its function is to realize specific political objectives.  So what are 

they?  Well, among these the core objective is that of safeguarding each member of 

the political community as a political person possessing a sphere of genuine autonomy.  
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Think about it.  The constitution is supposed to protect the individual against the 

abusive power.  The constitution is meant to protect the self in its dignity and worth, for 

the self is believed to be primary and of penultimate value. 

 And so the constitution — when we talk about constitution, what we’re really 

talking about is limiting political power and putting a cap on it.  I think a good example 

is what took place in the early ‘70s in regard to Richard Nixon and Watergate.  

Sometimes you hear Watergate mean disgust in terms of the breakdown of law, the 

abuse of power, and it certainly was all of that.  But ultimately the victor was our 

Constitution and our democracy.  Because our president, the most powerful person, 

most powerful individual in our society, was forced to resign his position and step down 

because he’d broken the law and he had betrayed the Constitution to whose loyalty he 

had sworn.  And it was a picture of the limitation of power and it was a picture of the 

power of the Constitution, the authority of the Constitution, over Richard Nixon and over 

the presidency.  In the end, I think it was a great victory. 

 Well, our political history aside, for ancient Israel — I use that illustration to 

demonstrate that for ancient Israel Deuteronomy became a law that was handed down 

by God to Moses, the ancient authority that the king had to be answerable to. 

 Let’s look at an example.  There are a number of different powerful units in 

ancient Israelite society.  The supreme court judges were powerful.  The Levitical 

priests were powerful and in danger of abusing power.  Prophets were powerful and 

had the potential to abuse power.  There are Deuteronomistic laws that address these 

folks that we’re just not gonna be able to get to.  But I want to focus in on the law 
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restricting the king and what the king can do that shows up in the book of Deuteronomy. 

 If you go to chapter 17, verses 14 to 20.  “When you have come into the land the 

Lord your god is giving you and take possession of it and settle in it, and you say, ‘I will 

set a king over me like all the nations that are about me.’” Okay.  You may indeed do 

that.  You’re allowed to.  That’s okay.  “You may indeed set over you a king whom the 

Lord your God will chose.  One of your own community you may set as king over you.  

You are not permitted to put a foreigner over you.” 

 And so I want to emphasize here that this is — if you think about the law coming 

to Moses and Moses handing the law the community, it’s out of this community that the 

king is raised but he never is raised beyond the law.  And it’s out of that community and 

it’s a fact that the law is over all the community and he’s a part of the community and 

he’s bound with the community that there is a limitation of his power.  If you think back 

to the story of the people selecting and coming to and choosing David in Hebron in — I 

believe it was Second Samuel 5 — to become their king, then there’s a picture of what 

this text is demonstrating and talking about and saying must happen. 

 One of your own.  You’re not permitted to put a foreigner over you who is not 

one of your own community.  Even so, having said that that’s allowed, he must not 

acquire many horses for himself or return the people to Egypt in order to acquire more 

horses since the Lord has said you must never return that way again.  He can’t get too 

big of an army.  There’s a limitation on what he’s allowed to do. 

 And he must not acquire many wives for himself.  Wives are a way of creating 

political alliances and accumulating political power.  Or else his heart will turn away.  
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Also silver and gold he must not acquire in great quantity for himself.  And when he has 

taken the throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy of this law written for him in the 

presence of the Levitical priests.  This law is written for the king.  He’s answerable to 

it.  He can’t write it himself.  And he’s not allowed to be the one who writes or 

constructs or manipulates the law.  It’s written for him and it has to be in the presence 

of a Levitical priest.  There’s a watchdog out there who’s gonna be checking. 

 And Levitical priests in Deuteronomistic thought and Deuteronomistic circles 

perform something of a watchdog, legal scholar, law professor sort of role.  It shall 

remain with him and he shall read in it all the days of his life so that he may learn to fear 

the Lord his God, diligently observing all the words of this law.  He’s answerable to the 

law.  Law does not stem from the king and these statutes.  Neither exalting himself 

above other members of the community nor turning aside from the commandment, 

neither to the right or to the left, so that he and his descendants may reign long in his 

kingdom in Israel.  If he’s obedient, he and his descendants and the people will reign 

for a long time.  There will be life.  But it’s a limitation on the king.  He’s not allowed to 

make up his own law or to exalt his own power.  In Deuteronomy it’s a sense in which 

the king is answerable to that law. 

 All right.  Today we looked at the Deuteronomistic history, we defined it, we 

looked at some of the major concepts.  We looked chronologically at where this history 

fits into time.  And then we talked a little bit about its foundation, the book of 

Deuteronomy, and we talked about that book in terms of a constitution, one that limits 

the power of the powerful and protects the power of the peasants.  And we looked at 
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only one example of that, unfortunately, and that was Deuteronomy 17.  But in 

particular, later on when we start looking at kings such as Solomon, we’ll see that that 

law of the king played a very important role in the Deuteronomistic history. 

 Thank you for your attention.  Keep looking at the web.  Make sure you keep up 

with your assignments, do the reading, and I’m available through email.  Thank you 

very much. 

  


