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A   map   is   reflected   in   Chapter   4   of   the   book   of   Devarim,   a   complex   map   of   the   relationship 

between   Israel   and   their   God.      This   map   can   also   be   used   as   a   basis,   a   background,   or   an 

arena   for   thinking   about   relationships   in   general. 

 

It   is   accepted   in   biblical   criticism   to   divide   Deuteronomy   into   two   speeches—one   short,   and 

another   long   which   has   in   it   a   large   collection   of   laws.      Alternatively,   there   are   those   who 

identify   two   introductions   in   the   book,   after   which   a   comprehensive   collection   of   laws 

appears.      The   collection   of   laws   begins   in   chapter   12   with   the   words:      “These   are   the   laws 

and   rules   that   you   must   carefully   observe   in   the   land”   (Devarim   12:1),   whereas   the   speeches 

or   introductions   made   by   Moshe   both   begin   with   a   reference   to   the   Torah—perhaps   in   its 

narrow   meaning,   as   a   collection   of   laws.      Thus,   at   the   beginning   of   Moshe’s   first   speech   it 

says:      “On   the   other   side   of   the   Jordan,   in   the   land   of   Moav,   Moshe   undertook   to   expound 

this   Torah,   this   Teaching…”   (Devarim   1:5),   and   similarly   in   the   second   speech:      “This   is   the 

Torah,   the   Teaching,   that   Moshe   set   before   the   Israelites”   (Devarim   4:44).      According   to 

these   views,   chapter   4   of   Devarim   forms   the   seam   between   Moshe’s   two   speeches,   or 

between   the   two   introductions   to   the   large   collection   of   laws   it   contains.      This   chapter   also 

contains   a   short   set   of   verses   whose   topic   is   the   cities   of   refuge   allocated   on   the   far   side   of 

the   Jordan   river. 
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However,   one   can   also   view   chapter   4   in   another   light,   as   an   independent   unit   with   an 

independent   thought   process   and   statement.      According   to   this   view,   the   chapter   presents 

the   characteristics   of   the   unique   bond   between   the   people   of   Israel   and   their   God.      These 

characteristics   are:   place,   behavior,   and   exclusivity.      An   additional   emphasis   is   placed   on   the 

role   of   history,   in   two   ways.      Firstly,   history   is   emphasized   as   the   basis   on   which   the 

relationship   between   Israel   and   God   is   predicated;   and   secondly,   history   is   presented   as   the 

force   that   maintains   this   relationship   during   times   of   crisis. 

 

The   chapter   raises   another   claim,   according   to   which   the   nature   of   relationships   is   that   they 

traverse   a   wide   spectrum,   and   not   just   the   space   between   one   extreme   and   the   other.      At   the 

two   extremes   of   this   range   are,   on   the   one   hand,   relationship,   and   on   the   other   hand, 

rupture,   but   it   includes   both   mistakes   and   the   possibility   of   making   amends— teshuvah . 

 

The   chapter   thus   serves   as   a   model,   not   only   for   the   relationship   between   Israel   and   its   God, 

but   for   relationships   in   general. 

 

 

1.   On   three   things 

Chapter   4   presents   the   principles   that   render   the   relationship   between   God   and   the   people 

unique.      These   principles   include   exclusivity,   a   special   place,   and   behavior   that   takes   into 

consideration   the   desires   and   requests   of   each   of   the   partners   in   the   relationship. 

 

The   chapter   opens   with   a   declaration   made   by   Moshe   regarding   the   importance   of   observing 

God’s   laws,   as   a   complete   and   closed   system—one   to   which   one   must   not   add   and   from 

which   one   must   not   detract: 
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 דברים   ב,   א'   –   ב'

חְי֗וּ עַן   תִּֽ ד   אֶתְכֶ֖ם   לַעֲשׂ֑וֹת   לְמַ֣ י   מְלַמֵּ֥ נֹכִ֛ ר   אָֽ ים    אֲשֶׁ֧ חֻקִּים֙   וְאֶל־הַמִּשְׁפָּטִ֔ ע   אֶל־הַֽ ל    שְׁמַ֤ ה   יִשְׂרָאֵ֗  1 וְעַתָּ֣

ר   אָנֹכִי֙ פוּ   עַל־הַדָּבָר֙   אֲשֶׁ֤ א   תֹסִ֗ ֹ֣ ם:   2  ל ן   לָכֶֽ י   אֲבֹתֵיכֶ֖ם   נֹתֵ֥ ר   ה'   אֱ�הֵ֥ רֶץ   אֲשֶׁ֧ ם   אֶת־הָאָ֔ ירִשְׁתֶּ֣  וּבָאתֶם֙   וִֽ

ם: י   מְצַוֶּ֥ה   אֶתְכֶֽ ר   אָנֹכִ֖ ם    אֲשֶׁ֥ ר   אֶת־מִצְוֹת֙   ה'   אֱֽ�הֵיכֶ֔ נּוּ   לִשְׁמֹ֗ א   תִגְרְע֖וּ   מִמֶּ֑ ֹ֥ ם   וְל  מְצַוֶּ֣ה   אֶתְכֶ֔

 
Devarim   4:1-2 
1 And   now,   O   Israel,    give   heed   to   the   laws   and   rules    that   I   am   instructing   you   to 

observe,   so   that   you   may   live   to   enter   and   occupy   the   land   that   YHVH,   the   God   of   your 

fathers,   is   giving   you.       2 You   shall   not   add   anything   to   what   I   command   you   or   take 

anything   away   from   it,   but   keep   the   commandments   of   YHVH   your   God    that   I 

enjoin   upon   you. 

 

At   the   same   time,   Moshe   clarifies   that   there   is   a   causal   relationship   between   observance   of 

God’s   laws   and   entering   into,   and   existing   in,   the   Land   of   Israel:      “ so   that   you   may   live   to 

enter   and   occupy   the   land    that   YHVH,   the   God   of   your   fathers,   is   giving   you”   (v.   1). 

Entering   the   land   and   residing   in   it   are   a   result   of   a   punctilious   observance   of   God’s 

commandments. 

  

But   observance   of   God’s   commandments   are   not   the   be   all   and   end   all   of   the   relationship 

with   God;   Moshe   continues   to   clarify   the   importance   of   fidelity   to   God:   (4:3-4) 

 

 דברים   ב,   ג'   –   ד'

עַל־פְּע֔וֹר   הִשְׁמִיד֛וֹ   ה' י   בַֽ ר   הָלַ�֙   אַחֲרֵ֣ ישׁ   אֲשֶׁ֤ י   כָל־הָאִ֗ עַל   פְּע֑וֹר   כִּ֣ ה   ה'   בְּבַ֣ ת   אֲשֶׁר־עָשָׂ֥ רֹא֔וֹת   אֵ֛ ינֵיכֶם֙   הָֽ  3 עֵֽ

ם   הַיּֽוֹם: ים   כֻּלְּכֶ֖ ם   חַיִּ֥ ים   בה'   אֱ�הֵיכֶ֑ �:   4  וְאַתֶּם֙   הַדְּבֵקִ֔ י�   מִקִּרְבֶּֽ  אֱ�הֶ֖

 
Devarim   4:3-4 
3 You   saw   with   your   own   eyes   what   God   did   in   the   matter   of   Ba’al-peor,   that   YHVH 

your   God   wiped   out   from   among   you   every   person   who   followed   Ba’al-peor;    4 while    you, 

who   held   (who   hold)   fast   to   YHVH   your   God,   are   all   alive   today. 
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Cleaving   to   God   and   fidelity   to   the   relationship   with   God   are   keys   to   life.  1

  

The   commandments   and   the   laws,   the   land,   and   the   exclusive   relationship   between   the 

people   of   Israel   and   God,   form   a   triple   basis   for   this   relationship. 

 

 

2.   History 

An   important   aspect   touched   on   by   chapter   4   is   the   role   of   the   past   in   grounding   a 

relationship.      According   to   the   chapter,   the   foundational   events   which   formed   the   basis   for 

the   relationship   between   the   people   of   Israel   and   God   are   the   covenant   at   Mount   Sinai   and 

the   covenant   made   by   God   with   the   Hebrew   patriarchs.      However,   these   events   function   in 

almost   opposing   ways:   the   covenant   made   with   the   patriarchs   serves   as   a   reminder   for   God 

of   the   relationship,   whereas   the   covenant   of   Sinai   is   directed   to   the   people   of   Israel. 

 

The   covenant   of   Sinai   serves   as   a   reminder   to   the   people   of   Israel,   whose   role   it   is   to   anchor 

and   fortify   the   observance   of   the   commandments: 

 

 דברים   ב,   ט'   –   י'

דְתָּ ר   עָמַ֜ י�...:   10  י֗וֹם   אֲשֶׁ֨ ים   אֲשֶׁר־רָא֣וּ   עֵינֶ֗ ח   אֶת־הַדְּבָרִ֜ ד   פֶּן־תִּשְׁכַּ֨ ר   נַפְשְׁ�֜   מְאֹ֗ מֶר   לְ�֩   וּשְׁמֹ֨ ק   הִשָּׁ֣  9 רַ֡

ה ר   יִלְמְד֜וּן   לְיִרְאָ֣ י   אֲשֶׁ֨ ם   אֶת־   דְּבָרָ֑ ם   וְאַשְׁמִעֵ֖ י   הַקְהֶל־לִי֙   אֶת־הָעָ֔ ר   ה'   אֵלַ֗ י   ה'   אֱ�הֶי�֘   בְּחֹרֵב֒   בֶּאֱמֹ֨  לִפְנֵ֨

ם   יְלַמֵּדֽוּן… ה   וְאֶת־בְּנֵיהֶ֖ אֲדָמָ֔ ם   חַיִּים֙   עַל־הָ֣ ר   הֵ֤ י   כָּל־הַיָּמִים֙   אֲשֶׁ֨  אֹתִ֗

 
Devarim   4:9-10 
9 But   take   utmost   care   and   watch   yourselves   scrupulously,   so   that   you   do   not   forget   the 

things   that   you   saw   with   your   own   eyes…       10 The   day   you   stood   before   YHVH   your   God 

at    H orev,   when   YHVH   said   to   Me,   “Gather   the   people   to   Me   that   I   may   let   them   hear 

1   This   uniqueness   is   an   internal   experience,   but   an   outside   observer   can   also   detect   it:      “Observe   them 
faithfully,   for   that   will   be   proof   of   your   wisdom   and   discernment   to   other   peoples…      For   what   great   nation   is 
there   that   has   a   god   so   close   at   hand   as   is   YHVH   our   God   whenever   we   call   upon   Him?”   (vv.   6-7). 
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My   words,   in   order   that   they   may   learn   to   revere   Me   as   long   as   they   live   on   earth,   and 

may   so   teach   their   children…”  2

 

If   the   covenant   at   Mount   Sinai   is   mentioned   in   the   chapter   as   an   historic   event   whole   role   is 

to   remind   the   people   of   Israel   of   the   importance   of   their   relationship   with   God,   the   mention 

of   the   patriarchal   covenant   is   brought   as   a   reminder   to   God,   whose   love   for   the   patriarchs 

serves   as   a   reason   and   a   fortification   for   maintaining   his   relationship   with   the   people   of 

Israel:      “And   because   He   loved   your   fathers,   He   chose   their   heirs   after   them;   He   Himself,   in 

His   great   might,   led   you   out   of   Egypt”   (v.   37). 

 

In   this   way,   past   becomes   covenant,   and   in   this   case   two   historical   covenants,   that   serve   as   a 

reminder   of   the   relationship   between   God   and   Israel,   and   create   an   experience   of   this 

relationship   that   is   more   mutual,   in   which   both   sides   are   moved   time   and   again   toward   each 

other. 

 

 

3.   A   private   moment—and   the   possibility   of   repentance 

At   this   stage   in   the   chapter,   there   appears   a   seeming   interruption   to   the   flow   of   Moshe’s 

words.      Moshe   appears   to   deviate   from   the   topic   of   Israel   and   speaks   instead   of   himself   and 

of   his   private   sorrow: 

 

 דברים   ב,   כ"א   –   כ"ב

ה   אֲשֶׁר֙   ה' רֶץ   הַטּוֹבָ֔ ן   וּלְבִלְתִּי־באֹ֙   אֶל־הָאָ֣ י   עָבְרִי֙   אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֔ ע   לְבִלְתִּ֤ י   עַל־דִּבְרֵיכֶ֑ם   וַיִּשָּׁבַ֗  21 וה'   הִתְאַנַּף־בִּ֖

ם ירִשְׁתֶּ֕ ים   וִֽ בְרִ֔ ן   וְאַתֶּם֙   עֹֽ ר   אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֑ את   אֵינֶ֥נִּי   עֹבֵ֖ ֹ֔ רֶץ   הַזּ י   מֵת֙   בָּאָ֣ י   אָנֹכִ֥ ה:   22  כִּ֣ ן   לְ�֖   נַחֲלָֽ י�   נֹתֵ֥  אֱ�הֶ֔

את: ֹֽ ה   הַזּ רֶץ   הַטּוֹבָ֖  אֶת־הָאָ֥

 

2   The   mention   of   the   covenant   of   Sinai   in   the   chapter   even   raises   the   suggestion   that   the   only   fitting   place   in 
which   to   observe   the   commandments   is   the   Land   of   Israel:      “At   the   same   time   God   commanded   me   to 
impart   to   you   laws   and   rules   for   you   to   observe   in   the   land   that   you   are   about   to   cross   into   and   occupy”   (v. 
14). 
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Devarim   4:21-22 
21 Now   God   was   angry   with   me   on   your   account   and   swore   that   I   should   not   cross   the 

Jordan   and   enter   the   good   land   that   YHVH   your   God   is   assigning   you   as   a   heritage. 
22 For   I   must   die   in   this   land;   I   shall   not   cross   the   Jordan.      But   you   will   cross   and   take 

possession   of   that   good   land. 

 

This   deviation,   however,   is   only   an   apparent   one,   as   there   is   a   close   link   between   Moshe’s 

punishment   and   the   things   he   has   said   thus   far   in   the   chapter.      The   force   of   Moshe’s 

punishment   becomes   evident   specifically   through   the   manner   in   which   the   uniqueness   of   the 

relationship   between   Israel   and   God   is   presented:      Moshe’s   punishment   is,   in   fact,   a   fracture 

in   the   relationship   between   himself   and   God.      His   personal   punishment   functions   as   a 

mirror   image   for   the   relationship   that   was   described   between   God   and   his   people. 

 

Furthermore,   Moshe’s   punishment   functions   as   a   testimony   to   the   intensity   of   God’s   anger 

and   its   ramifications: 

 

 דברים   ב,   כ"ג   –   כ"ד

ל סֶל֙   תְּמ֣וּנַת   כֹּ֔ ם   לָכֶ֥ם   פֶּ֙ ת   עִמָּכֶ֑ם   וַעֲשִׂיתֶ֨ ר   כָּרַ֖ ם   אֲשֶׁ֥ ית   ה'   אֱ֣�הֵיכֶ֔ ן־תִּשְׁכְּחוּ֙   אֶת־בְּרִ֤ ם   פֶּֽ  23 הִשָּׁמְר֣וּ   לָכֶ֗

א: ל   קַנָּֽ ה   ה֑וּא   אֵ֖ שׁ   אֹכְלָ֖ י�   אֵ֥ י   ה'   אֱ�הֶ֔ י�:   24  כִּ֚ ר   צִוְּ�֖   ה'   אֱ�הֶֽ  אֲשֶׁ֥

 
Devarim   4:23-24 
23 Take   care,   then,   not   to   forget   the   covenant   that   YHVH   your   God   concluded   with   you, 

and   not   to   make   for   yourselves   a   sculptured   image   in   any   likeness,   against   which   YHVH 

your   God   has   enjoined   you.       24 For   YHVH   your   God   is   a   consuming   fire,   an 

impassioned   God. 

 

As   in   Moshe’s   personal   case,   in   the   case   of   the   nation   too,   the   punishment   for   a   betrayal   of 

the   relationship   with   God   is   damage   to   the   relationship,   and   the   forbidding   of   continued 

existence   in   the   land: 
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 דברים   ב,   כ"ה   –   כ"ו

ע   בְּעֵינֵ֥י ם   הָרַ֛ ל    וַעֲשִׂיתֶ֥ סֶל֙   תְּמ֣וּנַת   כֹּ֔ יתֶם   פֶּ֙ ם   וַעֲשִׂ֤ רֶץ   וְהִשְׁחַתֶּ֗ ם   בָּאָ֑ ים   וְנוֹשַׁנְתֶּ֖ יד   בָּנִים֙   וּבְנֵ֣י   בָנִ֔ י־תוֹלִ֤  25 כִּֽ

ל ד   תּאֹבֵדוּן֘   מַהֵר֒   מֵעַ֣ י־אָבֹ֣ רֶץ   כִּֽ יִם   וְאֶת־הָאָ֗ ם   הַיּ֜וֹם   אֶת־הַשָּׁמַ֣ י�   לְהַכְעִיסֽוֹ:   26  הַעִידֹתִי֩   בָכֶ֨  ה'   אֱ�הֶ֖

ד   תִּשָּׁמֵדֽוּן: י   הִשָּׁמֵ֖ יהָ   כִּ֥ א־תַאֲרִיכֻ֤ן   יָמִים֙   עָלֶ֔ ֹֽ הּ   ל מָּה   לְרִשְׁתָּ֑ ן   שָׁ֖ ים   אֶת־הַיַּרְדֵּ֛ ם   עֹבְרִ֧ ר   אַתֶּ֜ רֶץ    אֲשֶׁ֨  הָאָ֔

 
Devarim   4:25-26 
25 When   you   have   begotten   children   and   children’s   children   and   are   long   established   in 

the   land,    should   you   act   wickedly   and   make   for   yourselves   a   sculptured   image   in 

any   likeness,   causing   YHVH   your   God   displeasure   and   vexation,    26 I   call   heaven 

and   earth   this   day   to   witness   against   you   that   you   shall   soon   perish   from   the   land 

that   you   are   crossing   the   Jordan   to   possess;   you   shall   not   long   endure   in   it,   but   shall   be 

utterly   wiped   out. 

 

However,   through   the   description   of   God’s   reaction   to   betrayal   and   the   depths   of   damage   to 

the   relationship   that   is   the   result   of   a   crisis   in   the   relationship   between   God   and   man,   a   new 

concept   arises-the   idea   of   repentance,    teshuvah :  

 

 דברים   ב,   כ"ט   –   ל"א

ל ר   לְ�֔   וּמְצָא֕וּ�   כֹּ֖ �:   30  בַּצַּ֣ נּוּ   בְּכָל־לְבָבְ�֖   וּבְכָל־נַפְשֶֽׁ י   תִדְרְשֶׁ֔ אתָ   כִּ֣ י�   וּמָצָ֑ ם   אֶת־ה'   אֱ�הֶ֖ ם   מִשָּׁ֛  29 וּבִקַּשְׁתֶּ֥

א ֹ֥ י�   ל ל   רַחוּם֙   ה'   אֱ�הֶ֔ י   אֵ֤ י�    וְשָׁמַעְתָּ֖   בְּקֹלֽוֹ:   31  כִּ֣ ים    וְשַׁבְתָּ֙   עד   ה'   אֱ�הֶ֔ לֶּה   בְּאַחֲרִית֙   הַיָּמִ֔ ים   הָאֵ֑  הַדְּבָרִ֣

...� א   יַשְׁחִיתֶ֑ ֹ֣  יַרְפְּ�֖   וְל

 
Devarim   4:29-31 
29 But   if   you   search   there   for   YHVH   your   God,   you   will   find   Him,   if   only   you   seek   Him 

with   all   your   heart   and   soul— 30 when   you   are   in   distress   because   all   these   things   have 

befallen   you   and,   in   the   end,    return   ( veshavta — teshuvah )   to   YHVH   your   God    and 

obey   Him.       31 For   YHVH   your   God   is   a   compassionate   God:      He   will   not   fail   you   nor 

will   He   let   you   perish… 
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Out   of   the   sin   and   the   disconnect   between   God   and   people,   the   people   need   to   turn   to   seek, 

demand,   the   presence   of   God,   and   find   Him.      This   is   repentance,    teshuvah ,   and   it   is   made 

possible   thanks   to   the   strength   of   the   relationship   between   God   and   his   people,   a 

relationship   which,   as   mentioned   above,   is   predicated   on   God’s   covenant   with   the 

patriarchs:      “He   will   not   forget   the   covenant   which   He   made   on   oath   with   your   fathers”   (v. 

31). 

 

The   covenant   between   God   and   the   patriarchs,   if   so,   is   the   basis   for   the   exodus   from   Egypt, 

the   revelation   at   Sinai   and   the   entrance   into   the   Land   of   Israel.      It   is   the   basis   for   the 

uniqueness   of   the   relationship   between   God   and   Israel,   and   here   it   is   revealed   also   as   the   key 

to   repentance,   the   possibility   of    teshuvah .      It   is   further   evident   that    teshuvah    is   made   possible 

when   there   are    two    active   partners   to   it.      In   our   case,   God   must   remember   the   covenant   He 

made   with   the   patriarchs,   which   arouses   in   Him   a   desire   to   accept   those   who   repent,   and   the 

people   of   Israel,   on   their   part,   must   acknowledge   God’s   power:      “ Know    therefore   this   day 

and   keep   in   mind   that   YHVH   alone   is   God   in   heaven   above   and   on   earth   below;   there   is   no 

other”   (v.   39). 

 

 

Between   sinners   and   keepers:      The   mistaken   ones 

At   this   point   there   seems   to   come   a   turning   point   in   the   chapter,   and   the   story   of   the 

separation   of   three   cities   of   refuge   to   the   east   of   the   Jordan   river   is   told: 

 

 דברים   ב,   מ"א   –   מ"ב

הוּ֙ ח   אֶת־רֵעֵ֙ ר   יִרְצַ֤ חַ   אֲשֶׁ֨ מָּה   רוֹצֵ֗ ס   שָׁ֜ מֶשׁ:   42  לָנֻ֨ ה   שָֽׁ ן   מִזְרְחָ֖ בֶר   הַיַּרְדֵּ֑ ים   בְּעֵ֖ יל   מֹשֶׁה֙   שָׁ֣�שׁ   עָרִ֔ ז   יַבְדִּ֤  41 אָ֣

: ל   וָחָֽ ים   הָאֵ֖ ת   מִן־הֶעָרִ֥ ס   אֶל־אַחַ֛ ם   וְנָ֗ ל   שִׁלְשֹׁ֑ עַת   וְה֛וּא   לאֹ־שֹׂנֵ֥א   ל֖וֹ   מִתְּמֹ֣  בִּבְלִי־דַ֔

 
Devarim   4:41-42 
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41 Then   Moshe   set   aside   three   cities   on   the   east   side   of   the   Jordan    42 to   which   a   manslayer 

could   escape,   one   who   unwittingly   slew   a   fellow   man   without   having   been   hostile   to   him 

in   the   past;   he   could   flee   to   one   of   these   cities   and   live. 

As   in   the   case   of   the   mention   of   Moshe’s   sin,   the   mention   of   the   cities   of   refuge   is   also 

tightly   linked   to   the   central   topic   of   the   chapter.      Firstly,   the   decision   to   set   aside   cities   of 

refuge   to   the   east   of   the   Jordan,   in   addition   to   those   already   allocated   to   its   west,   indicates   a 

complete   acceptance   of   the   request   made   by   the   two-and-a-half   tribes   to   remain   on   the 

eastern   bank   of   the   river   and   not   enter   the   land.      While   God   is   the   one   who   gives   laws   and 

commandment,   people   also   have   desires   and   request,   and   God   responds   to   these   as   well. 

The   cities   of   refuge   to   the   east   of   the   Jordan   signal   mutuality   in   this   respect   as   well. 

 

Secondly,   the   cities   of   refuge   also   teach   us   of   the   boundaries   of   divine   anger,   and   indicate 

God’s   ability   to   tolerate   mistakes   and   errors.      Within   the   dichotomous   system   of   observing 

or   not   observing   the   commandments,   residing   in   the   land   or   being   exiled   from   it,   there   is 

space   in   the   relationship   with   God   also   for   mistakes.   

  

The   chapter   ends   with   the   words   “This   is   the   Torah,   the   Teaching,   that   Moshe   set   before   the 

Israelites”   (v.   44).      This   is,   then,   the   Torah:      The   exclusivity   of   the   relationship   with   God, 

which   includes   a   past,   a   particular   place   and   particular   behaviors,   an   understanding   of   the 

ramifications   of   betrayal,   the   possibility   of    teshuvah    and   the   ability   to   hold   those   who   sin   and 

make   mistakes.      And   perhaps   these   can   also   serve   as   anchors   for   our   relationships   with   our 

fellow   humans. 
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