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April 26, 2020 - Deut. 28:1-68 - Blessings and Curses
Torah Reading: Deuteronomy 28:15-68 - Blessings and Curses
Psalm 140-142
Haftarah: Jeremiah 33:10-18, 20-22

Some Blessings, and LOTS of Curses

There are 14 verses of blessings in this chapter, and 54 verses of curses. They are 
pretty self-explanatory. They should be read straight through without comment, to let 
them really sink in. 

A logical or structural analysis of the chapter is almost impossible, since the final aim 
was not to be logical but to build up a vivid impression by presenting image after image 
until the hearer could fully see, feel and experience the import of the words, and be 
overwhelmed.

We'll see that these blessings and curses don't simply apply to Israel, but to us as well.

****************

It’s surprising that the bottom line on faithfulness to God is being thankful:

Deuteronomy 28:47 - "Because thou servedst not the LORD thy God with joyfulness, 
and with gladness of heart, for the abundance of all things; Therefore shalt thou serve 
thine enemies which the LORD shall send against thee, in hunger, and in thirst, and in 
nakedness, and in want of all things: and he shall put a yoke of iron upon thy neck, until 
he have destroyed thee."

When we lose our joy, and lack a grateful heart, these blessings and curses should rise 
up in our remembrance, because it means we have forgotten the Lord!

The Fruit  of an Unrepentant Heart

Toward the end of the chapter, there is one verse that sums up the inner consequences 
of apostasy:

Deuteronomy 28:66 - "And thy life shall hang in doubt before thee; and thou shalt fear 
day and night, and shalt have none assurance of thy life."

Martin Luther said about this verse: "I have never seen a passage which describes 
more clearly the misery of a guilty conscience, in words and thoughts so fitting and 
appropriate. For this is just the way in which a man is affected, who knows that God is 
offended, i.e., who is harassed with the consciousness of sin."

This chapter is designed to bring us face to face with that feeling - the horror of our own 
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inability to fulfill the Law and in fact our active resistance to it in every way.

The prophets, faced with their generation's idolatry, take up the words of this chapter  
and describe in detail how each curse would be fulfilled. 

Fulfillment in History  

The coming to pass of these curses on Israel for their apostasy and rebellion was an 
unparalleled disaster and should be seen as a cause of intense sadness for God. His 
people had rejected Him.

They were first inflicted by the Assyrians, who invaded and took the 10 "lost" northern 
tribes into exile. Then later the remaining tribes of Judah and Benjamin were taken into 
exile after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 587 B.C.  

Finally, after failing as a nation to recognize Jesus as the Messiah - who reflected the 
perfect outworking of the Law - the Jews rebelled against the Romans, who brutally 
destroyed Jerusalem and the Jewish nation in 70 A.D.

The Destruction of Jerusalem

Deuteronomy 28:49-50 - "The LORD shall bring a nation against thee from far, from 
the end of the earth, as swift as the eagle flieth; a nation whose tongue thou shalt not 
understand. A nation of fierce countenance, which shall not regard the person of the old, 
nor shew favor to the young"

The Babylonians were indeed merciless:

- 2 Chronicles 36:17 - The Chaldeans "had no compassion upon young man or 
maiden, old man, or him that stooped for age"

But some rabbis also later identified this verse as applying to Rome, who had 
summoned legions from far, from the ends of the known world  -  Britain, Gaul, North 
Africa and other provinces - to quell the Jewish rebellion.

’Swift’

"Trajan, being sent for by his wife to subdue the Jews, determined to come in ten days, 
and came in five; he came and found them (the Jews) busy in the law on that verse, 
'The Lord shall bring a nation against thee from far' etc. He said unto them, what are ye 
busy in? they answered him, so and so; he replied to them, this is the man (meaning 
himself) who thought to come in ten days, and came in five; and he surrounded them 
with his legions, and slew them" - (Mishnah, Sukkah, fol. 55. 2.)

Josephus say the Romans, in revenge for what they endured in the rebellion and siege, 
"spared none, and showed no mercy." 
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"... as an eagle flieth" - The Roman legions bore an insignia of an eagle on their 
standards.

Reduced to Cannibalism

Deuteronomy 28:53 - "And thou shalt eat the fruit of thine own body, the flesh of thy 
sons and of thy daughters, which the LORD thy God hath given thee, in the siege, and 
in the straitness, wherewith thine enemies shall distress thee:"

Not only that, said the rabbis and the Targum of Jonathan, but she would eat the 
placenta first and then the newborn child:

Deuteronomy 28:56-57 NET - "Likewise, the most tender and delicate of your women, 
who would never think of putting even the sole of her foot on the ground because of her 
daintiness, will turn against her beloved husband, her sons and daughters, and will 
secretly eat her afterbirth and her newborn children (since she has nothing else), 
because of the severity of the siege by which your enemy will constrict you in your 
villages."

In illustration of this passage, Josephus relates the terrible story of a mother eating the 
flesh of her child during the Roman siege of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.:

"A woman, whose name was Mary, that lived beyond Jordan, illustrious for her descent 
and riches fled with the multitude to Jerusalem when besieged carrying with her her 
substance, and what food she could get that were left to her by the spoilers; where 
being pressed with famine, she took her sucking child, killed it boiled it, and ate half of it, 
and then laid up the rest, and covered it; and when the seditious party entered the 
house, they smelt it, and demanded her food, threatening to kill her if she did not deliver 
it; which when she brought forth, declaring what she had done, they were struck with 
horror; to whom she said, this is my son, and this my own deed; eat, for I have eaten; 
be not more tender or softer than a woman, and more sympathizing or more pitiful than 
a mother."

Jerusalem was full of people who had arrived for Passover when the Roman siege 
began. But the Christian believers had fled, remembering Jesus' prophecy:

- Luke 21:20-21 - "And when ye shall see Jerusalem compassed with armies, then 
know that the desolation thereof is nigh. Then let them which are in Judaea flee to the 
mountains; and let them which are in the midst of it depart out; and let not them that are 
in the countries enter thereinto."

'Few in Number'

The siege was terrible. Some tried to sneak out from the city and forage for food. More 
than 500 of them were captured, and then crucified daily in view of the city walls. As 
people died of starvation, their bodies were tossed out over the walls - more than 
600,000 in all.
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Deuteronomy 28:62 - "There will be very few of you left, though at one time you were 
as numerous as the stars in the sky, because you will have disobeyed the LORD your 
God."

Josephus estimates there were 1,100,000 total slain at the siege of Jerusalem and in 
other battles, and 97,000 made prisoners and sold as slaves by the Romans. 

The 15th century Jewish historian Solomon Ibn Verga in his book Shevet Yehudah 
(Scepter of Judah) said that of those slaves who were transported from Jerusalem and 
other parts of Palestine into Spain, "scarce a thousandth part remained" and that an 
infinite number were slain in France and Germany; and though their number equalled 
those that came out of Egypt, yet scarce five thousand of them were left.

Later, in the Bar Kokhba revolt of 132–135 A.D. another 580,000 Jews were slain, 
according to Cassius Dio (lxix. 14), as well as tens of thousands of more Jews 
slaughtered in Roman provinces throughout the Diaspora. Modern scholars have 
labelled this an attempted genocide by the Romans. 

Some scholars believe the numbers of Jews were reduced so much at this time that the 
Jewish population fell to its lowest point in history since King David's time, even 
considering the modern Holocaust. It must have seemed like the fulfillment of Jesus' 
prophecies:

- Matthew 24:21 - "For then shall be great tribulation, such as was not since the 
beginning of the world to this time, no, nor ever shall be."

Manasseh Ben Israel, a 17th century Jewish scholar (De Termino Vitae, l. 3. sect. 3. p. 
126.), divides the curses of Deuteronomy 28 into two parts, the first from 
Deuteronomy 28:15-45; which respects the destruction of the first Temple, and the 
things that went before or related to that; and the second from there to the end of the 
chapter, which he thinks refers to the destruction of the second Temple by the Romans.

But actually, evidences of both destructions are scattered throughout this list of curses.

For example, the ten tribes, when taken captive by the Assyrian Shalmaneser, were not 
carried into "all the kingdoms of the earth" (Deuteronomy 28:25), but only to some 
particular places mentioned in 2 Kings 17:6; nor were the two tribes Judah and 
Benjamin by Nebuchadnezzar, who were carried by him to Babylon, and returned  again 
at the end of seventy years; but this was exactly fulfilled at the last destruction by the 
Romans, when they were sent by them into various countries as slaves, and have been 
ever since scattered throughout the world. 

And Deuteronomy 28:32 - "Thy sons and thy daughters shall be given unto another 
people, and thine eyes shall look, and fail with longing for them all the day long: and 
there shall be no might in thine hand." (See also Deuteronomy 28:41)
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This was not the case in the exile to Babylon, but was fulfilled as Jews were sold into 
slavery by the Romans.

Return to Bondage in Egypt

Deuteronomy 28:68 - "And the LORD shall bring thee into Egypt again with ships, by 
the way whereof I spake unto thee, Thou shalt see it no more again: and there ye shall 
be sold unto your enemies for bondmen and bondwomen, and no man shall buy you."

Clearer in the NET - "Then the LORD will make you return to Egypt by ship, over a route 
I said to you that you would never see again. There you will sell yourselves to your 
enemies as male and female slaves, but no one will buy you."

This was true as Jewish slaves flooded the market in Alexandria - too many to sell.

A Regathering from East, West, North and South

Since Pentecost, Christ has been bringing Jew and Gentile to Himself in a New 
Covenant.

His church is composed of Jews who had faith in Jesus as the Messiah, representing 
the olive tree of Israel, combined with believing Gentiles, who "being a wild olive tree, 
wert grafted in among them, and with them partakest of the root and fatness of the olive 
tree." (Romans 11:17)

Throughout history, God has been regathering his Jewish people from every tribe 
through faith in Jesus their Messiah. But Israel as a nation with a special relationship to 
God was over.  Of course there is wide scholarly disagreement over this, but we believe 
Israel’s current political existence has no spiritual or prophetic significance.

- Luke 13:28-29 - "There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth, when ye shall see 
Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the kingdom of God, and you 
yourselves thrust out. And they shall come from the east, and from the west, and from 
the north, and from the south, and shall sit down in the kingdom of God."

- Luke 13:35 - "Behold, your house is left unto you desolate: and verily I say unto you, 
Ye shall not see me, until the time come when ye shall say, 'Blessed is he that cometh in 
the name of the Lord.'"

- Isaiah 11:11-12 - "Then it will happen on that day that the Lord will again recover the 
second time with His hand the remnant of His people, who will remain, from Assyria, 
Egypt, Pathros, Cush, Elam, Shinar, Hamath, and from the islands of the sea. And He 
will lift up a standard for the nations, and will assemble the banished ones of Israel, and 
will gather the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth."

- Hosea 3:5 - "Afterward shall the children of Israel return, and seek the LORD their 
God, and David their king; and shall fear the LORD and his goodness in the latter days."
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- John 12:32 - "And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me."

[Unfortunately, many of those who call themselves Christians throughout history have 
thought it was their duty to help God enforce these curses on the Jewish people. 
Instead, the church should be urgently calling them in.]

Bottom Line: This will be our situation if we turn away from God

Deuteronomy 28:68 - "And the Lord shall bring thee into Egypt again..."

Spiritually, these curses describe the state of existence of everyone who rejects the 
Messiah and neglects His blessings:

We simply go back into bondage in Egypt - the world system - where life is vanity and 
has no purpose, we are wracked by inner pain and torment, carry heavy burdens, 
without hope, with no real home, true friends or community, wandering ceaselessly 
throughout our days, taken captive by our idols, our lusts, our opinions and our self-
seeking, in exile from joy. With the things we produce giving us no pleasure, through the 
destitute bankruptcy of our souls we will eat even the flesh (or "success") of our own 
children in order to gain some kind of life. Covering ourselves with deceit to try to get 
acceptance and approval, expending effort toward some future goal that is never 
achieved. No matter our material success and physical health, we will go to the grave 
as abject moral failures, fatally diseased with sin, never affirmed, unable to love, and 
filled with bitterness and regret. 


