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Deuteronomy 9:1-6 (ESV)1 

 1“Hear, O Israel: you are to cross over the Jordan today, to go in to dispossess nations greater 

 and mightier than yourselves, cities great and fortified up to heaven,  

2a people great and tall, the sons of the Anakim, whom you know, and of whom you have heard 

 it said, ‘Who can stand before the sons of Anak?’  

3Know therefore today that he who goes over before you as a consuming fire is the LORD your 

 God. He will destroy them and subdue them before you. So you shall drive them out and 

 make them perish quickly, as the LORD has promised you.  

4“Do not say in your heart, after the LORD your God has thrust them out before you, ‘It is 

 because of my righteousness that the LORD has brought me in to possess this land,’ 

 whereas it is because of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD is driving them 

 out before you.  

5Not because of your righteousness or the uprightness of your heart are you going in to possess 

 their land, but because of the wickedness of these nations the LORD your God is driving 

 them out from before you, and that he may confirm the word that the LORD swore to 

 your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.  

6“Know, therefore, that the LORD your God is not giving you this good land to possess because 

 of your righteousness, for you are a stubborn people. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 All verses are from the English Standard Version. 
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Introduction 

 Every day, Christians around the world are blessed in many ways—blessed with finances, 

job opportunities, new life, and much more.  Our tendency, especially in America, is to think that 

we have somehow earned these blessings and they are a result of our superior obedience to our 

heavenly Father.  We pray for needs or wants and God, our perfect Genie in heaven, comes 

through—no doubt on account of our good deeds.  Sometimes, because we often like to blend 

our theology with our rights as Americans, we like to think that we are entitled to these blessings 

and God cannot take them away—we earned them after all, we did not go see that R-rated movie 

last weekend with our friends.  Many times, because He loves us, God humbles us and helps us 

understand who we are in light of who He is, showing us that we do not deserve anything but the 

worst apart from Him. 

 The fact of the matter is that we do not deserve anything but Hell—that is the only thing 

to which we have rights.  As unrighteous, wicked people, we do not deserve any of the blessings 

God gives us daily.  God, in His infinite grace and mercy, gives us blessings we do not deserve 

and saves us from terrors we do deserve.  We are wicked people saved by the sacrifice of our 

perfect Lamb, Jesus Christ, on the cross. 

 Similarly, the Israelites in the Old Testament were a rebellious people.  Yahweh led them 

out of an oppressive life in Egypt and toward the Promised Land.  Often times, they thought they 

were pretty righteous people and that God blessed them accordingly.  Also, like us, they often 

thought God had no idea what He was doing, and that they were much better off where they were 

before He intervened.  The Israelite people, after wandering around in the wilderness for 40 

years, are about to enter the land God has promised to them.  But, in order to settle in this land, 

the wicked people currently occupying it must be evicted. 
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 Deuteronomy 9:1-6 is the beginning of Moses’ address to his people as they begin 

entering the Promised Land.  God makes it clear, through Moses, that the people are being led 

into the Promised Land because of the wickedness of the people currently occupying it and 

because of the promise Yahweh made to Abraham.  In this passage, “Moses continues to address 

dangers to faith that might develop as a consequence of the conquest, a theme he began in 

chapters 7 and 8.”2  Moses makes it clear that the Israelite’s coming conquest and land 

possession is not at all due to anything they might have done, but because of God’s grace being 

shown to His elect people, despite them being “stiff-necked.”  I believe that the deliverance of 

the Israelites into the Promised Land is similar, if not intentionally used to illustrate, our 

salvation as believers into eternal life in heaven. 

Author 

 It appears as though Moses is the author of not only Deuteronomy, but of the entire 

Pentateuch.  While some may disagree, namely Julius Wellhausen, the text seems to be clear in 

its statement of Mosaic authorship.  Deuteronomy 31:9 says, “Then Moses wrote this law and 

gave it to the priests, the sons of Levi, who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, and to 

all the elders of Israel.”  Some adherents to the liberal JEDP Theory would say that the, “this 

law,” wording in this passage does not mean everything preceding this statement, but rather only 

the Decalogue or Book of the Covenant.  But without glaring evidence to support this claim, 

most conservative scholars subscribe to the idea of Mosaic authorship of the entire Pentateuch, 

including the passage being studied, Deuteronomy 9:1-6. 

Audience 

                                                
2 Tigay, Jeffrey. The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy. 5. Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1996. 96. 
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 Because the text being studied is speech, it is necessary to know to whom the speaker is 

speaking.  Moses, the writer and the speaker of this text, is speaking to the Israelites whom he is 

leading into the Promised Land—a rebellious people whom Yahweh, by His grace, has blessed 

despite their repeated rebellion against Him.  Yahweh is using Moses to make sure the people 

know why they are entering the land He promised to Abraham, in order to keep them from 

thinking they have earned it in some way.  

Date3 

 The date of this book is disputed.  In short, the dating issue depends on the view of 

authorship one holds.  If one sees the author of Deuteronomy as someone other than Moses, it is 

supposed that the book was written around the time of King Josiah, the latter part of the seventh 

century B.C.  However, if someone holds to the more conservative and more popular view of 

Mosaic authorship, the book was probably written around the 15th to 13th century B.C.  This wide 

range of possible dates is due to the fact that no one is quite sure of when the conquest occurred.  

Some date the conquest to the lat 15th century, about 1406 B.C., and others date it to sometime in 

the 13th century, possibly around 1220 B.C. 

Purpose 

 Largely a sermon preached by Moses to the Israelites, the purpose of the book of 

Deuteronomy is to encourage and exhort the Israelite people as they prepare to enter the 

Promised Land of Canaan and conquer the peoples there.  A generation earlier, the Israelites 

were squashed at Kadesh-barnea and Moses is determined to have no such result come upon the 

people again.  Moses is attempting to make the people understand how important it is that they 

obey Yahweh and His statutes and trust in Him for their strength in conquering the many peoples 

                                                
3 Barker, Paul. ESV Study Bible: Deuteronomy. Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008. 325. 
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inhabiting Canaan.  Regardless of Moses’ exhortation, the Israelites were rebellious towards 

Yahweh, and yet God is still faithful.  “The theology of Deuteronomy is focused on convincing 

Israel to trust and obey, and to conquer the land.”4  Moses’ sermon is similar to ones we may 

hear in our churches today.  None of us are being led by a “consuming fire” into foreign lands to 

conquer wicked people for Yahweh, but our daily lives give us plenty of reasons to rely on God’s 

faithfulness and grace—without Him we are hopeless.  Moses’ purpose in the book of 

Deuteronomy is to encourage the Israelites to trust and obey Yahweh, no matter what seemingly 

crazy tasks He may ask them to complete. 

Theme and Context 

 Deuteronomy is the last book of Moses’ five and its structure consists of three sermons 

exhorting the Israelite people and two poems of prophecy related to the future of the nation of 

Israel.  The book, as a whole, is very much focused on the fact that Yahweh’s covenant made 

with Abraham still carries over to the Israelites despite their stubbornness and idolatry.  

Deuteronomy is very clear that even though they disobey, Yahweh still shows His elect grace 

and continues to move them closer and closer to the Promised Land.  However, Deuteronomy is 

clear that if the Israelites do continue to disobey and put other gods before Yahweh once they are 

in the Promised Land, they will be exiled due to their disobedience to what Yahweh has asked of 

them.  The Israelites are commanded and bound by the covenant to do many things, but all of 

these tasks and rituals can be summed up pretty well in one verse.  Deuteronomy 6:5 says, “You 

shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might.”  If God’s chosen people were to simply follow this imperative given by Moses, they 

would not have to worry about juggling all of the policies and rules Yahweh has given them 

                                                
4 Barker, ESV Study Bible, 326. 
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throughout the Torah—they would just have to, as Martin Luther said, “Love God and do 

whatever you want.”  If the Israelites would simply get over themselves and love Yahweh above 

all else, they would not have a care in the world.  But it is not that easy for even God’s elect.  

Deuteronomy is Moses’ attempt to remind them of this truth for the present, and even more for 

the future. 

Textual Commentary 

 1“Hear, O Israel: you are to cross over the Jordan today, to go in to dispossess nations 
greater and mightier than yourselves, cities great and fortified up to heaven,  
 

 In verse one we see Moses calling for his people’s attention as they ready themselves to 

cross the Jordan River into Canaan.  As soon as I read this verse, I wonder why Moses is calling 

for his people’s attention—after all, he has been speaking for quite some time.  If one were to 

look at the text immediately preceding Deuteronomy 9:1, it may be easy to see why Moses had 

to call out for his people’s attention.  Deuteronomy 8:20 says, “Like the nations that the LORD 

makes to perish before you, so shall you perish, because you would not obey the voice of the 

LORD your God.”  This observation is simply speculation, but one may assume that Moses’ 

people, the people of Israel, would be rather stirred up by a comment such as this.  The opening 

words of Deuteronomy 9:1 may be seen as somewhat of a crowd control tactic, “Order in the 

court!” if you will.  That may not be the case, but nonetheless, it is rather curious as to why 

Moses calls out for the attention of his people, and that is the best reason I can find. 

 Moses notifies his people of their progress, he says, “You are to cross over the Jordan 

today.”  This, then, means the people must be entering the Promised Land from the East as the 

Jordan River runs from Mt. Hermon, north of the Sea of Galilee, south to the Dead Sea.  Also, 
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when Moses says, “today,” in this part of the verse, it probably does not mean that very day, but 

rather some time in the near future.5 

 Following this progress update from Moses, it appears as though we have a purpose for 

entering the land.  Yes, the LORD is giving them this land to possess because of the wickedness 

of its current inhabitants and because of the promise Yahweh made to Abraham, but before all of 

that can be done, the Israelites have another purpose.  The verse says, “to go in to dispossess” 

(italics added).  The language here, at least in my English translation, seems causal.  In Hebrew, 

the word וירשתם means “to seize, dispossess.”6  Moses makes it clear that the first thing his 

people are to do when they cross the Jordan River is to seize the land from some people group 

which will be explained throughout this commentary. 

 The next part of the verse is where this text starts to get interesting.  I believe that this is 

where the text starts to make it clear that the Israelites cannot do this on their own.  The second 

part of verse one says, “nations greater and mightier than yourselves, cities great and fortified up 

to heaven.”  The people Israel is coming to “dispossess” of the land are much stronger than they, 

and have, “cities great and fortified up to heaven.”  If I was an Israelite, this is the point at which 

I would be shaking in my boots.  Imagine I would be thinking something like this, “Moses, my 

fearless and trusted leader, who has been somewhat disagreeable at times, but no less a good 

leader, is telling me that the people we are going to ‘dispossess’ of this land are greater and 

mightier than I, and have cities that are great and have walls up to heaven?  Am I supposed to be 

excited about this?  Yahweh said that He would be leading us to the ‘Promised Land,’ not a 

Canaanite death trap.”  I would be rather perturbed with Moses and Yahweh at this point, and 

                                                
5 Christensen, Duane L. World Biblical Commentary: Deuteronomy 1-11. Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1991. 183. 
6 Strong, James, John R. Kohlenberger, James A. Swanson, and James Strong. The Strongest Strong's Exhaustive Concordance 
of the Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001. 
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fearful for my family’s well being.  The imagery of the cities used by Moses, “great and fortified 

up to heaven,” is most certainly not literal, but hyperbolic.7  This imagery is significant.  On the 

surface, one may understand its usage—Moses is simply saying the walls are extraordinarily 

high.  However, I would suggest another possible purpose for using this imagery.  The image 

Moses is injecting into the minds of his people is that these wicked people whose land they will 

be seizing have walls that reach up to Yahweh.  Yahweh is in heaven, which is often perceived to 

be in the sky, and the idea that comes to mind when Moses uses this imagery is the Tower of 

Babel, a tower that was built, “up to heaven,” similar to the walls being described.  Actually, the 

word used in Genesis 11 for the Tower of Babel and the walls being described here is the same 

word in Hebrew, 8.םימשב  I am not insisting that this is what Moses was meaning when he used 

this imagery, but when I read this verse and the detail used to describe the fortifications of the 

city, I remembered the loftiness of the Tower of Babel and the wickedness surrounding those 

people as well.  In the next verse, verse two, Moses introduces the reader to the people whom he 

is describing in verse one. 

 2a people great and tall, the sons of the Anakim, whom you know, and of whom you 
have heard it said, ‘Who can stand before the sons of Anak?’  
 

 In studying this verse, I could not help but chuckle occasionally.  The Anakim are bad 

guys and the Israelites know it—the Anakim almost seem like urban legends.  Or, for a more 

contemporary analogy, the way the Anakim are spoken of throughout the Old Testament reminds 

me the way the boys in the movie The Sandlot speak of “The Beast,” the huge dog that patrols 

the yard in which a rare Babe Ruth baseball was hit.  The verse that best shows this is 

Deuteronomy 1:28.  As the Israelites are refusing to go into the land they say, “Where are we 

                                                
7 Harman, Allan M. Deuteronomy. Ross-shire, Great Britain: Christian Focus Publications, 2001.  113. 
8 Strong, The Strongest Strong’s Concordance. 
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going up? Our brothers have made our hearts melt, saying, ‘The people are greater and taller than 

we. The cities are great and fortified up to heaven. And besides, we have seen the sons of the 

Anakim there.”’  My favorite part of this verse is the last sentence.  “And besides, we have seen 

the sons of Anakim there,” just sounds like something a bunch of kids would say about a bully 

down their street or a dog in their neighborhood.  The Anakim are feared by the Israelites in a 

great way.  The Anakim are the only peoples mentioned specifically by Moses because they are 

thought to be invincible.9  These Anakim certainly held an “urban legend” like status, as a 

proverb even existed referencing them.  “‘Who can stand up against the Anakites?’ was a 

familiar rhetorical question whenever insurmountable difficulties arose in life.”10  Another 

interpretation of Moses’ language in this verse, “and of whom you have heard it said,” is not of 

proverbial nature, but simply of reference to the spies reports early in the book of 

Deuteronomy.11 Numbers 13:28 says, “However, the people who dwell in the land are strong, 

and the cities are fortified and very large. And besides, we saw the descendants of Anak there.”   

 The way the Anakim are treated throughout the Pentateuch is interesting to me.  They are 

never lumped in together with the rest of the wicked nations—they are always set apart.  The 

Anakim are in a league of their own and are not to be disturbed.  I love how Moses points out 

these sons of Anak in particular in this verse.  By naming this people group, he is striking a fear 

in the people incomparable to any they have toward any other wicked people group.  And, as we 

will soon see, the God Moses serves, and the God going before the Israelite people, is not at all 

frightened or in any way threatened by the sons of Anak, “a great and tall people” that have 

always frightened God’s chosen people. 

                                                
9 Ridderbos, Jan. Deuteronomy. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984.  130. 
10 Merrill, Eugene H. The New American Commentary. 4. USA: Broadman & Holman, 1994.  190. 
11 Mayes, A. D. H. The New Century Bible Commentary: Deuteronomy. England: Marshall, Morgan, & Scott, 1979.  196. 
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 3Know therefore today that he who goes over before you as a consuming fire is the 
LORD your God. He will destroy them and subdue them before you. So you shall drive them 
out and make them perish quickly, as the LORD has promised you.  
 

 In this verse, the power of Yahweh is described in three different, yet complementary 

ways:  a consuming fire, one who destroys, and one who subdues.12  The image used by Moses 

here of Yahweh being a “consuming fire” is fresh in the Israelites minds as it is the fire they 

feared so much at Mt. Sinai.13  Deuteronomy 5:25 says, “Now therefore why should we die? For 

this great fire will consume us. If we hear the voice of the LORD our God any more, we shall 

die.”  Furthermore, the idea of Yahweh being a “consuming fire” has been closely related to his 

jealous nature earlier in Deuteronomy.  Deuteronomy 4:24 says, “For the LORD your God is a 

consuming fire, a jealous God.” 

 I will touch on this more when we consider the theological implications of this passage, 

but the last two sentences of this verse present a beautiful example of God’s relationship with 

His people.  God does the destruction and subduing, and His people drive them out and make 

them perish, “quickly.”  The verse goes on to say that the LORD promises such a process.  I love 

the relationship between God and His people shown in this part of verse three of chapter nine.  It 

is so neat to see that God is on the side of His people and will supernaturally assist them in the 

possession of the land, but that they cannot simply sit around on their butts and watch Him go to 

work—they have to work too. 

 Finally, a point that need not be overlooked when analyzing this passage is the violent 

nature of this verse.  Yahweh is not simply asking the wicked people occupying the land of 

Canaan to leave nicely, nor is he asking his people to go peacefully establish a relationship with 

                                                
12 Craigie, Peter C. The Book of Deuteronomy. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1976.  192. 
13 Wright, Christopher J.H. New International Biblical Commentary: Deuteronomy. 4. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996.  130. 
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the wicked people of the land—Yahweh intends to use whatever supernatural force necessary to 

drive the wickedness out of the land of Canaan so His chosen can occupy it.  “Clearly, if Yahweh 

had promised a land to the patriarchs and that land was occupied by other peoples, there would 

need to be a conquest which involved a Holy War.”14  The reasoning for this “Holy War” follows 

in verse four. 

 4“Do not say in your heart, after the LORD your God has thrust them out before you, 
‘It is because of my righteousness that the LORD has brought me in to possess this land,’ 
whereas it is because of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD is driving them  out 
before you.  
 

 Before the ball gets rolling on this whole conquest mission, Moses has to make 

something clear to the Israelites.  Moses explains to the Israelites that Yahweh is not driving the 

people out of the land because of anything they’ve done, but because of the wickedness of the 

people in the land.  Moses even shows the people that he knows exactly what many of them may 

be thinking by saying, “Do not say in your heart…‘It is because of my righteousness that the 

LORD has brought me in to possess this land.’”  Moses knows exactly what is going through the 

minds of his people when he tells them what the LORD is going to do for them.  In fact, Moses 

has already told them at least once why Yahweh has chosen them.  Deuteronomy 7:7 says, “It 

was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love on 

you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples.”  Moses is no stranger to having to 

correct the hearts of his people.  Israel, “might argue that, although the victory was Yahweh’s 

alone, it was yet a victory which belonged to Israel by right.”15  Were the Israelite people self-

righteous in their hearts, or were they just caught up in the coming victory?  “The euphoria of 

victory is as likely to produce moral self-congratulation as the rewards of economic labor is 

                                                
14 Thompson, J. A. Deuteronomy: An Introduction and Commentary. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1974.  138. 
15 Ibid. 
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likely to produce imagined self-sufficiency.”16  I would argue though, that the Israelites were not 

self-righteous simply because of the “euphoria” following their military victory.  Frankly, the 

Israelites have a crappy attitude throughout the whole Exodus, and I am not going to give them 

the benefit of the doubt and say that they were just caught up in the euphoria of victory. 

 The word Moses uses in quoting what the Israelites are thinking in their hearts for 

“righteousness” is an interesting one.  The word בצדקתי is used and is usually translated as 

righteousness.  “Here the term may refer to specific loyalty or devotion, not to virtues in 

general.”17  I really like this idea because I think it works really well.  It is not that the Israelites 

necessarily thought they were moral exemplars—though I would not put it past them—I can 

more easily envision them thinking of themselves as loyal or devoted to Yahweh.  This word is 

appropriate due to the fact that the rest of the chapter exemplifies Israel’s lack of loyalty toward 

Yahweh. 

 Looking at the second half of the verse, an interesting principle arises.  The second half 

of the verse says, “whereas it is because of the wickedness of these nations that the LORD is 

driving them out before you.”  Throughout the Exodus narrative, we have seen clearly that 

Yahweh is Israel’s God and he elects no one else—they have special privileges when it comes to 

Yahweh.  However, in this passage it is made clear to us that while Yahweh is Israel’s God, 

Israel is not the only nation over which Yahweh is sovereign.  “God was not only the God of 

Israel, but the God of all nations in his sovereignty; hence the expelling of the Canaanites from 

Palestine was not to be understood as an arbitrary divine act, but as an act of judgment by a just 

God.”18  The Israelites understood the wickedness of the Canaanite peoples, but they may not 

                                                
16 Wright, New International Biblical Commentary, 131. 
17 Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, 97. 
18 Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, 193. 
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have correctly understood why they were receiving the land instead.  “The Israelites realize that 

God would not drive out the Canaanites undeservedly.  But they must not draw the conclusion 

that being chosen to replace the Canaanites proves that they, in contrast, are virtuous.”19 

 Yahweh is using his people as a tool of His judgment, “There could be no pride on 

Israel’s part but only a recognition that the sin of the Amorites was now full and consequently 

the time for divine judgment had arrived.”20  The judgment of the Amorites is promised to 

Abram in Genesis.  Genesis 15:16 says, “And they shall come back here in the fourth generation, 

for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”  Yahweh chooses Israel as His elect people, 

but in this conquest He will show that He is ruler and judge of all nations.  The wickedness of the 

people of this land causes Him to expel them from it—a reality the Israelites with confront up 

close and personal in the future. 

 5Not because of your righteousness or the uprightness of your heart are you going in to 
possess their land, but because of the wickedness of these nations the LORD your God is 
driving them out from before you, and that he may confirm the word that the LORD swore to 
your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.  
 

 This verse is the crux of this passage; this is where the full explanation of Yahweh’s plan 

is revealed to the people of Israel through Moses.  In the previous verse, Moses rhetorically 

asked if the people would think that Yahweh is escorting them into the Promised Land because 

of their righteousness.  In that same verse, Moses makes it clear that the Israelites’ righteousness, 

or lack thereof, has nothing to do with them entering the land.  In verse five, Moses reiterates 

that point and adds to it.   

 It is made clear by Moses that the reason these people are losing their land is due to their 

lack of righteousness.  Because the Israelites also lack righteousness, this shows that their 

                                                
19 Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, 97. 
20 Harman, Deuteronomy, 115. 
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possession of the land is simply an act of pure grace.21  We will explore the implications of grace 

more later in this exegesis, but this is where the principle is blatantly apparent. 

 The last part of this verse presents a reason for Yahweh leading the Israelites to possess 

the land of Canaan that we have not yet seen in this passage—the promise Yahweh “swore to 

your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.”  Yahweh is not only dispelling the wicked 

peoples due to their lack of righteousness, but also because in order for Him to fulfill the promise 

He made to Israel, for them to occupy the land, the other peoples need to be driven out from 

them—a task does not intend on doing peacefully, as I mentioned before.  God’s promise to 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will be kept, “even when it is devoid of merits.”22  Yahweh is a God 

who keeps His promises, and a wicked people group is not going to keep Him from doing so.  

 6“Know, therefore, that the LORD your God is not giving you this good land to possess 
because of your righteousness, for you are a stubborn people. 
 

 We have come to the final verse in the passage being studied.  Moses because the 

introduction to this speech with a final statement that has been somewhat of a mantra throughout 

this passage.  Moses again, and for the last time, reminds the Israelite people that Yahweh is not 

giving them the Promised Land, or “good land,” because of their righteousness or anything they 

have done.  One can properly assume due to the constant reminding of Moses that the Israelite 

people were prone to thinking Yahweh smiles upon them due to their exemplary loyalty and 

righteousness. Yahweh did not see the Israelites as righteous in any sense of the word.  “If the 

gift of the land were contingent on the righteousness of the people, it would never be received.”23   

                                                
21 Ibid. 
22 Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, 98. 
23 Christensen, World Biblical Commentary, 184. 
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 In this verse, Moses makes that truth clear once again, and this time, he even tells the 

Israelites what is wrong with them—“for you are a stubborn people.”  The word in the Hebrew 

text for “stubborn” in this passage is ערף, which literally means “stiff-necked.”24  The use of this 

word shows the Israelites resistance to the power of God’s sovereignty.25  This same word, ערף, 

is used to describe an ox that refuses to bow its neck under the yoke.26  “The phrase ‘stubborn 

people’ is thus the antithesis of righteousness.”27 The meaning of this Hebrew idiom is closely 

related to the English word, “headstrong.”28  Stubbornness is not only resisting an authority, but 

often carries with it the idea of disobedience.29  This is not the first time the people of Israel have 

been described using such language.  Exodus 32:9 says, “And the LORD said to Moses, “I have 

seen this people, and behold, it is a stiff-necked people.”  It would be understandable for Moses 

to see the Israelites as stubborn as he has had to put up with them as they wander aimlessly 

waiting to die off in the wilderness.  But, the verse in Exodus shows that it was not only Moses 

that recognized the Israelites as “stiff-necked,” but Yahweh did as well.  

Theological Implications 

 Deuteronomy 9:1-6 contains in it few theological implications.  Because the passage is 

only six verses long, one would understand why there are not numerous theological implications.  

However, while they are not many, they are significant. 

• God will use whatever means necessary to bring about His just will. 

• God destroys places and people when necessary. 

• God is not a pacifist. 

                                                
24 Strong, The Strongest Strong’s Concordance. 
25 Merrill, The New American Commentary, 190. 
26 Ridderbos, Deuteronomy, 131. 
27 Brueggemann, Walter. Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries: Deuteronomy. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2001.  115. 
28 Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, 98. 
29 Brueggemann, Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries, 115. 
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• Our salvation is comparable to the Israelites given the Promised Land despite 

their unrighteousness. 

• Both our salvation and the Israelites’ deliverance are by grace alone. 

• God shows favor on whom He wills. 

• God chooses to save whom He wills. 

• The ideas of divine grace and self-attributed righteousness in this passage are 

consistent with those presented by Paul in Romans 1-3. 

• God does do all the work as His people sit idly by—they have to do some work in 

the conquest as well. 

 These are the most significant theological ideas I could get out of this passage.  Some 

have stronger evidence than others in this passage, but I would argue all of them are true and all 

have some proof in this passage of scripture.  While I have not explored all of these themes in 

this paper, I have attempted to explore one of them within the context of the passage, and I will 

now attempt to draw the parallels between the Israelites deliverance and our salvation as 

Christians. 

Personal Application 

 After a thorough study of Deuteronomy 9:1-6, the parallels between the Israelites’ 

deliverance and Christian salvation are evermore apparent to me.  When I chose this passage 

over two months ago, I had an idea of how this passage would apply to my theology at present, 

but I was not fully aware of all of the similarities I have with the Israelites—it is truly quite 

alarming.  In opposition to the sorrow that came upon me while discovering how much I am like 

an Israelite preparing to go into the Promised Land, I was encouraged to see how great my God 
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is and remember that I serve the same God that led His people into the Promised Land as a 

consuming fire. 

 The Israelites are the chosen people of God.  However, despite this incredible honor, they 

often whine and waver in their obedience and faith in Him.  The Israelites have a keen ability to 

be completely and utterly submissive to Yahweh while life is going well for them, yet they 

condemn Him and rebel when life does not go exactly how they would like.  And yet, despite all 

of the sin the commit and rebellion they live in, we come to our passage, Deuteronomy 9:1-6.  

Yahweh, in his amazing grace, is supernaturally leading them into a Promised Land they do not 

deserve and driving wicked people out from it to do so.  How often do I, a Christian sovereignly 

elected by God before the beginning of time, act like the Israelites?  When things go well do I 

sing praises, and when they go poorly do I shake my fist at God?  Too often, despite the 

wonderful favor I have been shown, I think God ought to make His will conform to mine and not 

mine to His.  When I was less mature in my faith, I would even cry out to God much like the 

Israelites, telling Him life was better for me before He came in and messed everything up.  Yet 

despite this poor attitude I once had, God shows grace to me much like He showed to the 

Israelites. 

 Yahweh delivered His people into the Promised Land regardless of what sin they 

committed on the way there.  Praise be to God that He does the same for me.  In all my sin, God 

promises me eternal life because of my faith in His perfect Son Jesus Christ.  My salvation, like 

the salvation of the Israelites in the Exodus, rests in God’s promises alone, not my righteousness.  

For if my salvation relied on my righteous, I, like the Israelites, would not stand a chance.  But, 

because of my faith in Jesus Christ, and the promises God made to the Israelites, neither party 

must rely on their own sinful, human will to bring about salvation.  Thanks be to God for the 
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amazing grace He has shown to His people throughout the ages.  Everything from waking up in 

the morning to being given an eternal salvation in the presence of the Lord Almighty is by grace 

alone—nothing I encounter is of any merit of my own. 

 In addition to reaffirming my belief in the sovereign grace of God, this passage taught me 

a bit about having faith in God for problems I face in life.  Moses’ strategy in lessening the fear 

of the Anakim, a giant people, was not to belittle them with false propaganda, but to call for faith 

in Yahweh to carry out His end of the Covenant.30  I was able to learn a bit about what to do 

when I encounter difficulties in my life.  I learned that enemies are not to be shrunk with human 

means, but rather by increasing my faith in God to do what He does best—carry out the best will 

for my life.  And while this will that God has for my life may not be exactly what I want it to be, 

I, like the Israelites, must trust that what God is doing is best for me, despite how I might feel 

about it—the essence of faith. 

 Finally, I loved seeing that God is sovereign over all—not just His chosen people.  Some 

may think God is a pacifist or that He does not want to offend anyone in what He does.  This 

idea makes God soft and sound like a people-pleaser who does not know how to put His foot 

down when necessary.  Some even claim that it may have been immoral for God to displace the 

Canaanites and give the Israelites the land instead—I mean, what about the little boys and girls 

in the cities who knew nothing of their parents’ unrighteousness?  In reading and studying this 

passage, I was reminded that God is just in His terms, and it does not really matter if we like it or 

not.  Sure, it may seem unjust to us that God would drive these people out of their land to make 

way for another unrighteous people that are simply His favorites.  But we do not see things as 

God sees them; we often take situations like this on a case-by-case basis and we sometimes 

                                                
30 Wright, New International Biblical Commentary, 130. 
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cannot know what God is doing in the grand scheme of things.  We have His word and we know 

what it tells us, but sometimes the injustices of the world make no sense to us, and only make 

sense to Him.  God is perfect in justice and in love—He does what is best for Himself.  As we 

become more like Christ, and our will and knowledge of God becomes more like Christ’s, we 

will grow in wisdom and understanding of the things of God, and we will better understand why 

He does the things He does.  I have learned a lot in studying this passage that has helped me 

better understand the God I serve. 

Conclusion 

 Deuteronomy 9:1-6 is a loaded passage.  After dissecting each and every verse, it is only 

easier to see God’s grace abounding long before Christ came to earth as fully God and fully man.  

Grace exists throughout the Old and New Testaments and it is so easily visible in this passage.  

Moses, the divinely chosen leader of a divinely chosen people, is about to go forth to deliver his 

people into the land Yahweh promised to their forefathers.  As he is leading the Israelite people 

into the Promised Land, he makes sure they understand that the coming conquest of the 

Canaanites is not because of the righteousness of the Israelites in any sense.  Rather, Moses 

makes it clear that Yahweh is leading them into the Promised Land because of the wickedness of 

the people in it and because of the promises He made to the Patriarchs.  After much analysis and 

exegetical Bible study, it is easy to see that the deliverance of the Israelite people into the 

Promised Land is comparable to God’s deliverance of His elect into eternal life with Him in 

heaven.  Our salvation into eternal life is nothing of our own doing, for we are not righteous 

enough to enter God’s kingdom on our own—we enter the kingdom of God because of the grace 

He showed us through sending His only Son, Jesus Christ, to die on the cross for our sins and be 

resurrected into glory for our salvation. 
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