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Deuteronomy 31:1-18, 23 
(This passage is part of the great covenant renewal ceremony which Moses held 
when the Israelites were ready to enter the promised land. The ceremony begins 
in Deuteronomy 29. The first part of the ceremony was the recitation of the terms 
of the covenant God was willing to establish with Israel. See exegetical notes on 
Deuteronomy 29. This passage continues the ceremony.) 
 
Verses 31:1-2 
Then Moses went out and spoke these words to all Israel: 2 “I am now a hundred 
and twenty years old and I am no longer able to lead you. The LORD has said to 
me, ‘You shall not cross the Jordan.’ 

• According to Exodus 7:7, Moses was 80 years old when he began to lead 
the nation of Israel. So, according to this passage he had been leading Israel 
for 40 years. 

• It was time for Moses to retire not because of his age or his long tenure, 
but because it was now time for Israel to enter the promised land and God 
had told Moses that he could not enter the promised land. 

• In Numbers 20:1-13, when the Israelites were at Meribah, they complained 
because they did not have fresh water. Their complaining made Moses 
angry with them. Then, God provided a rock. He told Moses to SPEAK to the 
rock and water would flow from it for Israel to drink. But in his anger, 
Moses STRUCK the rock twice with his staff. Because he struck the rock and 
did not simply speak to it as God had instructed him, God forbade Moses 
from entering the promised land. Like all his generation, Moses was shut 
out of the land because he did not fully trust God. Sin has terrible 
consequences. 

 
Verses 3-6 
 The LORD your God himself will cross over ahead of you. He will destroy these 
nations before you, and you will take possession of their land. Joshua also will 
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cross over ahead of you, as the LORD said. 4 And the LORD will do to them what he 
did to Sihon and Og, the kings of the Amorites, whom he destroyed along with 
their land. 5 The LORD will deliver them to you, and you must do to them all that I 
have commanded you. 6 Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or terrified 
because of them, for the LORD your God goes with you; he will never leave you 
nor forsake you.” 

• After his long tenure, Israel must have been shaken by the news that Moses 
was not going to lead them into the promised land. Moses assured them 
that even under these circumstances, they need not be afraid of the future 
for God would go with them into the promised land, and he would do for 
them in the future as he had in the past. He would protect them from their 
enemies if they obeyed his instructions completely. 

• Israel could be confident because God would go with them into their future 
and would not forsake them. 

 
Verses 7-8 
Then Moses summoned Joshua and said to him in the presence of all Israel, “Be 
strong and courageous, for you must go with this people into the land that the 
LORD swore to their ancestors to give them, and you must divide it among them 
as their inheritance. 8 The LORD himself goes before you and will be with you; he 
will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.” 

• Moses then called his assistant, Joshua, to stand with him before the 
people. He told Joshua and the people that Joshua was God’s choice to lead 
them into the promised land. 

• Moses repeated the message to Joshua personally and again to the entire 
nation. Joshua and Israel would be strong and courageous as they move 
into the land, because God was with them and would never leave them. 

 
Verses 9-13 
9 So Moses wrote down this law and gave it to the Levitical priests, who carried 
the ark of the covenant of the LORD, and to all the elders of Israel. 10 Then Moses 
commanded them: “At the end of every seven years, in the year for canceling 
debts, during the Festival of Tabernacles, 11 when all Israel comes to appear 
before the LORD your God at the place he will choose, you shall read this law 
before them in their hearing. 12 Assemble the people—men, women and 
children, and the foreigners residing in your towns—so they can listen and learn 
to fear the LORD your God and follow carefully all the words of this law. 13 Their 
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children, who do not know this law, must hear it and learn to fear the LORD your 
God as long as you live in the land you are crossing the Jordan to possess.” 

• Since the covenant God was offering Israel was contingent upon Israel’s 
obedience to God’s commands, Moses presented Israel with the official 
copy of the Law of God. This document was entrusted to the Levitical 
Priests and the Elders of the Nation of Israel. It was entrusted to the 
religious and political leaders of the nation for every aspect of Israel’s life 
was determined by the word of God. 

• And then, Moses ordered that in the Sabbatical Year all Israel should be 
assembled by the Priests and the Elders to hear the reading of the word of 
the Lord. Every seven years Israel was to hold a public service at which the 
word of the Lord as spoken to Moses was read in its entirety. This was so 
that Israel would not forget the word of the Lord. 

 
Verses 14-18 
The LORD said to Moses, “Now the day of your death is near. Call Joshua and 
present yourselves at the tent of meeting, where I will commission him.” So 
Moses and Joshua came and presented themselves at the tent of meeting. 
15 Then the LORD appeared at the tent in a pillar of cloud, and the cloud stood 
over the entrance to the tent. 16 And the LORD said to Moses: “You are going to 
rest with your ancestors, and these people will soon prostitute themselves to the 
foreign gods of the land they are entering. They will forsake me and break the 
covenant I made with them. 17 And in that day I will become angry with them 
and forsake them; I will hide my face from them, and they will be destroyed. 
Many disasters and calamities will come on them, and in that day they will ask, 
‘Have not these disasters come on us because our God is not with us?’ 18 And I 
will certainly hide my face in that day because of all their wickedness in turning 
to other gods. 

• There was a service at which Moses and Joshua stood before YHWH at the 
tent of meeting. At this service God’s presence was visible in a pillar of 
cloud. In this service Joshua was acknowledged as Moses’ successor. 

• In this service God spoke to Moses and told him that despite all their 
precautions, Israel would forget her dependence upon the word of the Lord 
and serve the gods of the nations around her. God revealed that Israel 
would “break covenant” with him. He told Moses that when that 
happened, God would withdraw his blessing from the nation. He would lift 
his hand of blessing and hide his face from them, just as he had warned he 
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would do if they broke covenant. They would then face “calamity and 
disaster.” These bad things would fall upon them, because they failed to 
follow the word of the Lord. 

• God explained that they would eventually come to their senses and realize 
that all these curses fell on them because they had forsaken him. But until 
they repented, he would hide his face from them. 

 
Verse 23 
The LORD gave this command to Joshua son of Nun: “Be strong and courageous, 
for you will bring the Israelites into the land I promised them on oath, and I 
myself will be with you.” 

• None-the-less, Joshua, Israel’s new leader, was not to be undone or 
discouraged. He was to strongly lead Israel into the future courageously 
because God was with him and with them and would not leave them. 

• Even if God hid his face because of their rebellion, he would not leave 
them. 

 
 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Be Strong and Courageous.  They have 
been prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, Coatesville 
Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Dr. Jensen and Cornerstone Fellowship.) 

 

 
 
 
 


