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Introduction  

 

Concerning Deuteronomy chapter 28, Thomas Constable states, “This section of 

Deuteronomy (chapters 27-28) is one of the most important ones in Scripture 

because it records the two options open to Israel as she entered the Promised Land. 

Obedience to the revealed Word of God would result in blessing, but disobedience 

would result in blasting.”1 Dwight Pentecost adds, “For understanding and 

explaining Israel’s history as recorded throughout the Old Testament, there are 

perhaps no more important chapters than Deuteronomy 28–30.”2  

 

Moses, having previously stated God’s wonderful blessings for the obedient-to-the-

Word Israelite (Deut 28:1-14), followed with God’s cursings that would come upon 

the one who was disobedient-to-the-Word (Deut 28:15-68). In Deuteronomy 28:15-

68, Moses set forth the curses that God would bring upon Israel if they repeatedly 

violated His directives as found in the Deuteronomic law code. Moses used the 

Hebrew verb ָאָרר arar six times, which means, “to bind with a curse.”3 The form of 

the verb is passive, which meant a curse was received by the nation of Israel if they 

turned away from God. Victor Hamilton states that ָאָרר arar means “to bind, hem in 

with obstacles, [or] render powerless to resist.”4 The curses mentioned in 

Deuteronomy are reflexive of those who violate their covenant relationship with 

God. That is, they bring the curses on themselves by violating God’s Word.5 God’s 

curses are His righteous response to unethical behavior among His people, and they 

could be avoided by simply walking in obedience with the Lord (Deut 28:15, 20, 45-

47, 58-59, 62; 29:25-28; 30:17-18). If the Israelite was aligned with God’s Word in 

thought, speech, and conduct, it would open the channel for His blessing. However, 

if the Israelite turned from God’s path, it would open the channel of cursing. Dwight 

 
1 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 

2003), Dt 28:58. 
2 J. Dwight Pentecost, Thy Kingdom Come: Tracing God’s Kingdom Program and 

Covenant Promises throughout History (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1995), 105. 
3 Ludwig Koehler et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden: 

E.J. Brill, 1994–2000), 91.  
4 Victor P. Hamilton, “168 ָאַרר,” ed. R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer Jr., and Bruce K. 

Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999), 75. 
5 We observe in Deuteronomy 27 how the verb ָאָרר arar came upon the one who practiced 

idolatry (Deut 27:15), dishonored parents (Deut 27:16), secretly stole from a neighbor (Deut 

27:17), injured the disabled (Deut 27:18), distorted justice due to the alien, orphan, or widow (Deut 

27:19), practiced sexual perversion (Deut 27:20-23), secretly struck a neighbor (Deut 27:24), 

accepted a bribe to kill the innocent (Deut 27:25), or disobeyed any of God’s laws (Deut 27:26).  
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Pentecost states, “These curses were not viewed as punishment for disobedience as 

much as disciplines to bring a guilty people back to obedience to God.”6 Jack Deere 

agrees, saying, “Each individual judgment essentially had one goal: to turn Israel 

from disobedience.”7 However, the curses would lead to ultimate destruction if 

God’s people persisted in their sinful rebellion.  

 

This lengthy section can be viewed in two parts: 1) a statement of curses that reverse 

all God’s blessing (Deut 28:15-19), and 2) specific descriptions of the curses that 

God will send on Israel until they are destroyed (Deut 28:20-22, 24, 45, 48, 51, 61). 

God’s judgment upon His people was self-inflicted because they would not obey 

Him (Deut 28:20, 45, 47, 62). God executed these curses at various times when His 

people were disobedient to the covenant (see Judg 2:20-22; Jer 6:19; 11:9-11; 29:15-

20; 34:17-20; Dan 9:4-6; Hos 8:1-3).  

 

The transmission of God’s law to subsequent generations was primarily the 

responsibility of the parents (Deut 6:1-9), and priests (Lev 10:8-11; Ezra 7:10; Mal 

2:7). Failure to teach God’s law to subsequent generations of Israelites would create 

a theological vacuum in their souls which Satan would gladly fill. If God’s people 

operated by unethical standards, His judgments would fall upon them. God held His 

people accountable for their ethical behavior, even if/when the majority did not 

know or abide by His laws, as ignorance did not protect them from His judgments 

(see 2 Ki 22:1-13). However, His judgments did not happen right away, as God 

would send ample warnings through His prophets, who occasionally functioned as a 

prosecuting attorney (ִריב rib),8 pointing out their violation of the law and the 

impending consequences if they did not turn back to the Lord (i.e., repent). When 

God’s prophet functioned as a prosecuting attorney for the Lord, he would present 

God’s case before the people (Hos 4:1-3; 12:2; Mic 6:1-2). The Hebrew verb ִריב rib, 

when used by the prophet, denotes “God’s lawsuit…against His own people.”9 

According to Earl Radmacher, “The Hebrew word refers to a formal complaint 

charging Israel with breaking the covenant.”10 If Israel persisted in sin, God would 

execute His judgments in ever increasing severity, until they were eventually 

destroyed and removed from the land. Historically, we know God destroyed the ten 

 
6 J. Dwight Pentecost, Thy Kingdom Come, 106. 
7 Jack S. Deere, “Deuteronomy,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of 

the Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck, vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 312. 
8 The Hebrew verb ִריב rib is used some places in Scripture in a non-legal sense of people 

who fight with each other (Gen 13:7; Ex 17:7; Jer 15:10), as well as a legal sense in which one 

person takes up a lawsuit or legal case against another (Deut 17:8; 19:17; 21:5). 
9 Ludwig Koehler et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, 1226. 
10 Earl D. Radmacher, Ronald Barclay Allen, and H. Wayne House, Nelson’s New 

Illustrated Bible Commentary (Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers, 1999), 1029. 
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northern tribes of Israel in 722 B.C. because His people had broken covenant with 

the Lord, and this occurred after repeated warnings through His prophets (2 Ki 17:1-

23). The same judgment fell upon the two southern tribes of Judah in 586 B.C. when 

God raised up the Babylonians to defeat His people and take them into captivity (2 

Ki 24:8-16), and this happened after repeated warnings by His prophets (Jer 7:25-

26; 25:4-11; 29:18-19). Warren Wiersbe states: 

 

The fact that Israel is God’s chosen people and a special nation explains why 

He chastens them, for the greater the privilege, the greater the responsibility. 

“You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore, I will punish 

you for all your sins” (Amos 3:2). Divine election isn’t an excuse for human 

rebellion. “For everyone to whom much is given, from him much will be 

required” (Luke 12:48).11  

 

Deuteronomy 28:15-68 - The Lord’s Cursings 

 

Having already presented God’s blessings for obedience (Deut 28:1-14), Moses 

turned to the cursing section of the covenant, saying, “But it shall come about, if you 

do not obey the LORD your God, to observe to do all His commandments and His 

statutes with which I charge you today, that all these curses will come upon you and 

overtake you” (Deut 28:15). The responsibility fell upon Israel to abide by the terms 

of the covenant. They were to abide by “all His commandments and His statutes”, 

and failure to do so would bring God’s curses. Earl Radmacher states: 

 

A curse is the opposite of a blessing. It wishes or prays for ill or injury on a 

person or an object. God cursed the serpent and the ground after the sin of 

Adam and Eve (Gen 3:14, 17). Jeremiah, in despair, cursed the man who 

brought news of his birth (Jer 20:14, 15). The seriousness of God’s covenant 

with His people is illustrated by the threat of a curse on any who violate it 

(Deut 28:60, 61).12 

 

The curses would reverse all God’s blessings and would overtake His people 

wherever they were. Moses wrote:  

 

Cursed shall you be in the city and cursed shall you be in the country. 17 Cursed 

shall be your basket and your kneading bowl. 18 Cursed shall be the offspring 

of your body and the produce of your ground, the increase of your herd and 

 
11 Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Equipped, “Be” Commentary Series (Colorado Springs, CO: 

Chariot Victor Pub., 1999), 170–171. 
12 Earl D. Radmacher, Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Commentary, 263. 
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the young of your flock. 19 Cursed shall you be when you come in and cursed 

shall you be when you go out (Deut 28:16-19).  

 

What follows in Deuteronomy 28:20-68 spelled out God’s curses in specific detail 

and were intended to produce a healthy fear in the Israelite who might be tempted to 

turn away from the Lord and His clear directives. Moses informed his people that 

the curses would pursue them in stages until they were destroyed (Deut 28:20-22, 

24, 45, 48, 51, 61). Daniel Block states, “By means of a seemingly endless catalogue 

of secondary agents of doom, Moses warns that Yahweh will marshal every 

conceivable agent of destruction against His people.”13 God is offering a theological 

understanding of Israel’s circumstances and experiences should they break their 

covenant with Yahweh and not abide by His directives.  

 

Moses gave an overarching summary statement of all God would do to Israel if they 

pursued evil and forsook Him. Moses said, “The LORD will send upon you curses, 

confusion, and rebuke, in all you undertake to do, until you are destroyed and until 

you perish quickly, on account of the evil of your deeds, because you have forsaken 

Me” (Deut 28:20). The word send translates the Hebrew verb ַלח  shalach which in שָׁ

this passage means to “send out, forth, send on a mission.”14 The form of the verb is 

intensive (Piel), which means the curse will be relentless in its pursuit. God’s 

judgment would come because of Israel’s choice to forsake the Lord and to pursue 

a life of evil deeds. According to Craigie, “The root cause of the disaster would be 

forgetfulness; the people would forget God, and in forgetting God they would forget 

his commandments. Having forgotten the commandments of God, the people would 

inevitably commit evil deeds and bring upon their own heads disaster. God sends the 

curse (v. 20a), but man invites it by his deeds (v. 20b).”15 

 

At the beginning of the judgments, Moses said, “The LORD will make the pestilence 

cling to you until He has consumed you from the land where you are entering to 

possess it” (Deut 28:21). The pestilence (ר בֶּ  deber) could be something like bubonic דֶּ

plague, which afflicted both people and animals with fever and delirium. This might 

explain Moses’ next statement, saying, “The LORD will smite you with 

consumption and with fever and with inflammation and with fiery heat and with the 

sword and with blight and with mildew, and they will pursue you until you perish” 

 
13 Daniel I. Block, The NIV Application Commentary: Deuteronomy, ed. Terry Muck 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 652. 
14 Francis Brown, Samuel Rolles Driver, and Charles Augustus Briggs, Enhanced Brown-

Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 1019. 
15 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1976), 342. 
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(Deut 28:22). Blight and mildew refer to attacks on crops, which God brought upon 

His people during times of judgment (see Amos 4:9; Hag 2:17). Daniel Block states: 

 

In verse 22 Moses becomes more specific, listing seven afflictions with which 

Yahweh will strike his people. The catalogue of seven afflictions expresses 

Yahweh’s sovereignty over all agents of death and destruction. The first four 

entries elaborate on deber in verse 21 and specify diseases at Yahweh’s 

disposal: wasting disease, fever, inflammation, and scorching heat. The fifth 

refers to the sword (ḥereb), which functions as shorthand for Israel’s defeat 

by enemy armies (cf. vv. 25–26), and the last two refer to crop diseases.16 

 

The judgments would include a severe drought upon the Land. Moses said, “The 

heaven which is over your head shall be bronze, and the earth which is under you, 

iron. 24 The LORD will make the rain of your land powder and dust; from heaven it 

shall come down on you until you are destroyed” (Deut 28:23-24). A bronze sky and 

iron earth is a picture of impenetrable material which would frustrate the farmer. 

And the Lord, rather than sending rain that would soften the earth, would only send 

“powder and dust” upon the land. Eugene Merrill states, “As impervious as these 

metals are to water and tools, so both the heavens and the earth would be in the day 

of calamity. The rains would not leak through the skies, nor would the earth be able 

to be broken up to receive the farmer’s seed. Instead, the heavens would rain down 

dust, which would only exacerbate an already hopeless situation on the earth.”17  

 

Moving to a picture of military defeat, Moses said, “The LORD shall cause you to 

be defeated before your enemies; you will go out one way against them, but you will 

flee seven ways before them, and you will be an example of terror to all the kingdoms 

of the earth. 26 Your carcasses will be food to all birds of the sky and to the beasts of 

the earth, and there will be no one to frighten them away” (Deut 28:25-26). Israel 

would always have enemies, but rather than know victory, God would cause them 

to know only defeat. Israel, going out against their enemy “one way” speaks of a 

planned attack. Fleeing seven ways meant their efforts would fail, as they would 

scramble to “flee seven ways” from the battle. Israel’s choice to separate themselves 

from God meant they forfeited the Lord’s protection against hostile forces. 

According to Craigie, “Disobedience to the law of God separated the people from 

him, and in this state of separation they could not expect to experience the presence 

of God in the midst of their army; without God in the midst of Israel’s army, defeat 

 
16 Daniel I. Block, The NIV Application Commentary: Deuteronomy, 653. 
17 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 

Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994), 359. 
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was inevitable.”18 Not only would Israel be an example of terror to surrounding 

kingdoms, but their dead bodies would be food for wild animals. Merrill states, 

“Israel would, in fact, become a field of corpses, a banquet for winged and four-

footed scavengers that would be free to eat their fill (v. 26). The irony of the contrast 

between Israel’s feeding off the land (vv. 4–5, 8, 11) and being itself a food supply 

for carnivorous beasts is inescapable.”19 The wise Israelite understood, “the nearness 

of God is my good; I have made the Lord GOD my refuge” (Psa 73:28).  

 

Moving from military defeat, Moses then describes various skin diseases that would 

inflict the nation. Moses said, “The LORD will smite you with the boils of Egypt 

and with tumors and with the scab and with the itch, from which you cannot be 

healed” (Deut 28:27). Concerning the boils, Earl Kalland states, “The ‘boils of 

Egypt’ are doubtless the boils of the sixth plague, which so discomfited the Egyptian 

magicians, as well as all other Egyptians, that they could no longer stand before 

Moses (Ex 9:9–11). This may have been a form of leprosy known in Egypt.”20 The 

reference to tumors (ל  ophel) could mean hemorrhoids, much like what afflicted ֹעפֶּ

the Philistines when they took possession of the Ark (1 Sam 5:6). The scab ( ב רָׁ  גָׁ

garab) was something that irritated the skin, perhaps a rash of some sort. 

Interestingly, such a skin disease would disqualify a priest from service (Lev 21:18-

21), as well as an animal from being sacrificed (Lev 22:20-22). The itch (ס רֶּ  (cheres חֶּ

referred to some eruptive disease.  

 

All of this would have great psychological and social impact on the Israelites, as 

Moses continued, saying, “The LORD will smite you with madness and with 

blindness and with bewilderment of heart; 29 and you will grope at noon, as the blind 

man gropes in darkness, and you will not prosper in your ways; but you shall only 

be oppressed and robbed continually, with none to save you” (Deut 28:28-29). Their 

mental, emotional, and social condition would make it impossible to function on a 

daily basis. They would become like a “blind man” who cannot see his way clearly 

to do anything, and the result will be that they “will not prosper” in any of their 

activities. Furthermore, there would be none to help, as those around them would 

only oppress and rob them, and there would be “none to save” them from their 

troubles. Eugene Merrill writes: 

 

 
18 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament, 343. 
19 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary, 360. 
20 Earl S. Kalland, “Deuteronomy,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Deuteronomy, 

Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 

Publishing House, 1992), 172. 
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The inclusion of blindness between two states of emotional or psychological 

disorder suggests that this loss of vision was not physical but metaphorical 

(cf. Psa 146:8; Isa 29:18; 35:5; 42:7, 16; 43:8; 56:10). The groping about in 

midday like a blind man (v. 29a) is a simile qualified in the next line, “You 

will be unsuccessful in everything you do.” The blindness, then, was the 

incapacity to think clearly or form intelligent judgments. It would lay the ones 

under the curse open to all kinds of exploitation including oppression…and 

robbery (v. 29b). Having broken fellowship with the Lord, they would have 

no one to deliver them from their insanity and its consequences.21 

 

Peter Craigie adds: 

 

In broad daylight, the cursed blind man gropes around. He cannot see and does 

not know how to make himself prosperous, but he can be seen by others; his 

fumbling ineptitude makes him an easy prey for robbers. Having brought 

about his sad state through disobedience to the law of God, he is now at the 

mercy of those who live outside the law, and there is no one to offer help. His 

fellows are equally cursed, and he has gone too far from God to call for his 

deliverance.22 

 

Having turned away from the Lord, Israel would no longer enjoy His protections, 

and this meant what was precious to them would be vulnerable to attack and harm. 

These included attacks on one’s spouse, home, business, children, and safety from 

one’s enemies. Moses said: 

 

You shall betroth a wife, but another man will violate her; you shall build a 

house, but you will not live in it; you shall plant a vineyard, but you will not 

use its fruit. 31 Your ox shall be slaughtered before your eyes, but you will not 

eat of it; your donkey shall be torn away from you, and will not be restored to 

you; your sheep shall be given to your enemies, and you will have none to 

save you. 32 Your sons and your daughters shall be given to another people, 

while your eyes look on and yearn for them continually; but there will be 

nothing you can do. 33 A people whom you do not know shall eat up the 

produce of your ground and all your labors, and you will never be anything 

but oppressed and crushed continually. 34 You shall be driven mad by the sight 

of what you see. (Deut 28:30-34) 

 

 
21 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary, 361. 
22 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament, 345. 
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Here is a picture of harm by one’s enemies, frustration by helplessness, and eventual 

despair of soul and madness of mind by the sight of what they will see. They would 

have no control over their lives but would be perpetual victims of their enemies who 

take possession of their wives and mistreat them. The fruit of their ground and 

livestock would be eaten by another, and their children would be forcibly taken and 

sold into slavery while they looked on in helplessness, and there would be nothing 

they could do to stop it. The end result was mental madness by what they saw 

happening to them. All of this was the result of their walking away from the Lord’s 

protections.  

 

Revisiting the motif of boils previously mentioned (Deut 28:27), Moses said, “The 

LORD will strike you on the knees and legs with sore boils, from which you cannot 

be healed, from the sole of your foot to the crown of your head” (Deut 28:35). This 

disease would cover the whole body, but emphasis seems to be given to the knees, 

legs, and soles of one’s feet, which would make normal activities very difficult, thus 

exacerbating one’s efforts to work.  

 

The judgments also anticipated a time in the future when Israel would have a king 

over them. Moses said, “The LORD will bring you and your king, whom you set 

over you, to a nation which neither you nor your fathers have known, and there you 

shall serve other gods, wood and stone. 37 You shall become a horror, a proverb, and 

a taunt among all the people where the LORD drives you” (Deut 28:36-37). If Israel 

turned away from God and refused to serve Him, they would fall victim to slavery 

in godless nations who served dumb idols of wood and stone. Eugene Merrill states, 

“Deportation does, however, imply submission, a condition contrary to the 

exaltation of Israel described in the list of blessings. Rather than being a nation set 

“high above all the nations” (v. 1), God’s people would lose their children to another 

nation (v. 32) and would themselves go off into ignominious captivity (v. 36).”23 

Israel’s fallen condition would serve as a horror and proverb to other nations.  

 

Deuteronomy 28:36 describes how God will bring His people and their king into 

captivity in a foreign land. Because Israel did not have a king until nearly four 

centuries after Moses gave the law, it is argued by liberal scholars that Deuteronomy 

is actually a late book, written around the seventh or fifth centuries B.C. These liberal 

scholars—who operate on antisupernaturalistic presuppositions—reject the Bible as 

divinely inspired and treat it as a humanistic book and the events described therein 

as history rather than prophecy (Lat. vaticinium ex eventu = after the event). 

However, because the Bible is supernaturally inspired by God, these prophetic 

 
23 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary, 362. 
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statements are not a problem, as God had promised Israel would have a king (Gen 

17:6, 16; 35:11; Deut 17:14-20).  

 

Returning to the judgments, Moses stated that all their efforts at labor and production 

would be met with futility. Moses said: 

 

You shall bring out much seed to the field but you will gather in little, for the 

locust will consume it. 39 You shall plant and cultivate vineyards, but you will 

neither drink of the wine nor gather the grapes, for the worm will devour them. 
40 You shall have olive trees throughout your territory but you will not anoint 

yourself with the oil, for your olives will drop off. 41 You shall have sons and 

daughters but they will not be yours, for they will go into captivity. 42 The 

cricket shall possess all your trees and the produce of your ground. (Deut 

28:38-42) 

 

Again, we have a picture of fruitless labor by the Israelite farmer. Frustration would 

come as locusts and worms would be used by the Lord to destroy their crops. Even 

their sons and daughters—who often helped with farming—would be taken away 

into captivity, further exacerbating their ability to farm. Daniel Block states: 

 

The catalogue of futility curses involves the entire range of ancient Palestinian 

agricultural activity: fields of grain (v. 38), vineyards (v. 39), olive groves (v. 

40), and fruit trees (v. 41). The crop failures are caused by little creatures that 

Yahweh will send to devour and despoil the crops before they can be 

harvested. “Locusts” (v. 38) are grass-eating insects that fly in vast swarms 

and devour everything in sight. “Worms” (v. 39) refers to fruit grubs that 

attack the grapes. The meaning of “swarms of locusts” (v. 42) is uncertain, 

but it probably refers to a species of beetle that kills vegetation by attacking 

leaves or stems.24 

 

Israel would also experience social and economic decline, as Moses said, “The alien 

who is among you shall rise above you higher and higher, but you will go down 

lower and lower. 44 He shall lend to you, but you will not lend to him; he shall be the 

head, and you will be the tail” (Deut 28:43-44). The alien (גֵּר ger) was the one who 

originally came to Israel to be elevated and blessed, but his low position would 

become the new standard, not because he was lifted up, but because Israel was 

brought down to a lower position. Israel would experience economic slavery by 

being the borrower rather than the lender.  

 

 
24 Daniel I. Block, The NIV Application Commentary: Deuteronomy, 657. 
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Moses continued, “So all these curses shall come on you and pursue you and 

overtake you until you are destroyed, because you would not obey the LORD your 

God by keeping His commandments and His statutes which He commanded you. 46 

They shall become a sign and a wonder on you and your descendants forever” (Deut 

28:45-46). The curses would pursue ( ף דָׁ  radaph – to pursue, chase, persecute) and רָׁ

overtake (נַָׁשג nasag) Israel like a relentless hunter who is tireless in his pursuit to 

catch and destroy the hunted animal. All of this would happen because Israel refused 

to walk with the Lord and to keep His commandments. Peter Craigie states, 

“Disobedience to the word of God would result inevitably in disaster…For a sign 

and for a wonder—the disasters that would befall the Israelites, if they were 

disobedient to God, would serve to illustrate the ways of God to other nations, who 

would be prompted to ask questions when they saw the plight of the Israelites.”25  

 

Continuing the reason for God’s judgments on Israel, Moses stated, “Because you 

did not serve the LORD your God with joy and a glad heart, for the abundance of all 

things; 48 therefore you shall serve your enemies whom the LORD will send against 

you, in hunger, in thirst, in nakedness, and in the lack of all things; and He will put 

an iron yoke on your neck until He has destroyed you” (Deut 28:47-48). In this 

statement we are reminded that God’s cursings would come upon His people 

“Because you did not serve the LORD your God with joy and a glad heart” (Deut 

28:47a). Wiersbe comments: 

 

It’s quite depressing to read this long list of calamities, especially when you 

realize that Israel experienced all of them at one time or another and that 

innocent people suffered because of the sins of the guilty. Not only 

Deuteronomy 28, but also Jeremiah’s Book of Lamentations is a solemn 

reminder that it doesn’t pay to rebel against God and try to have your own 

way. And what was the reason for all this trouble? “Because you did not serve 

the Lord your God with joy and gladness of heart for the abundance of all 

things” (Deut 28:47).26 

 

One would expect that God’s magnificent kindness to Israel would result in humility 

and a natural expression of gratitude and service to Him. However, it appears in her 

prosperity and in her abundance of all things, that Israel would forget the Lord and 

pursue her gifts rather than her Giver. This language harkens back to Moses’ 

previous words in which he warned the nation not to forget God because of His 

goodness (Deut 6:10-12). By failing to serve God with joy and gladness, Israel 

 
25 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament, 347. 
26 Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Equipped, “Be” Commentary Series, 169. 
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would bring God’s judgment, and the result would be that the nation would serve its 

enemies whom the Lord would send against her. Israel’s enemies, like all enemies, 

would be cruel. Israel would know hunger, thirst, nakedness, and a “lack of all 

things”, which are indicators of poverty. And this will be God’s judgment upon 

them, as He will place an iron yoke on their neck until they are brought down. Most 

yokes were made of wood, so an iron yoke would be heavier and impossible to break. 

At a later time in Israel’s history, Jeremiah used this language to explain God’s 

judgment upon those who would not submit to Babylon (Jer 27:6-8).  

 

God’s judgment would come in the form of a foreign power whom He would raise 

up to attack Israel. Moses said, “The LORD will bring a nation against you from 

afar, from the end of the earth, as the eagle swoops down, a nation whose language 

you shall not understand, 50 a nation of fierce countenance who will have no respect 

for the old, nor show favor to the young” (Deut 28:49-50). This reveals that God is 

the sovereign Lord of the universe, that all nations are ultimately under His control, 

and He will raise up one and bring down another. The Assyrians are described as an 

eagle that swoops down with destruction on Israel (Hos 8:1), and the Babylonians 

when they were used by God to destroy Moab (Jer 48:40). Daniel Block offers this 

insightful comment: 

 

Verses 49–50 characterize Yahweh’s agent of doom with five bold 

brushstrokes, each of which intensifies the terror of Israel’s demise. (1) The 

enemy will come “from the ends of the earth.” What is near is familiar; what 

is distant is mysterious and fearful. (2) The enemy will be fast. Like an eagle 

swooping down on his prey, he will attack his targets suddenly and without 

warning. (3) The enemy will speak an unintelligible language. This rules out 

negotiations and contributes to horror. (4) The enemy will be “fierce-looking” 

(lit., “strong of face”), which expresses both the terror of a victim and the 

resolve of the attacker. (5) The enemy will be heartless, showing no respect 

for the aged or mercy toward the young.27 

 

Moses’ description continued, saying, “Moreover, it shall eat the offspring of your 

herd and the produce of your ground until you are destroyed, who also leaves you 

no grain, new wine, or oil, nor the increase of your herd or the young of your flock 

until they have caused you to perish” (Deut 28:51). Here we observe a kind of 

scorched-earth tactic where the enemy would devastate the land and leave nothing 

for the inhabitants. And this would envelop the whole land, as “It shall besiege you 

in all your towns until your high and fortified walls in which you trusted come down 

 
27 Daniel I. Block, The NIV Application Commentary: Deuteronomy, ed. Terry Muck 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 658. 
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throughout your land, and it shall besiege you in all your towns throughout your land 

which the LORD your God has given you” (Deut 28:52). Israel would make the 

mistake of trusting in its own fortified cities and abilities when they came under 

attack, but these would prove useless against the forces God would raise up to defeat 

them. If Israel would have maintained their walk with the Lord, He would have been 

their protection against all enemy forces (Deut 28:7). But turning away from God 

meant leaving the fortress of His love and care.  

 

Then, in horrific detail, Moses explained the degree to with Israel would act when 

being starved while under siege, saying, “Then you shall eat the offspring of your 

own body, the flesh of your sons and of your daughters whom the LORD your God 

has given you, during the siege and the distress by which your enemy will oppress 

you” (Deut 28:53). When all food portions had run dry, Israelites would resort to 

cannibalism, even eating their own children. Moses continued, saying, “The man 

who is refined and very delicate among you shall be hostile toward his brother and 

toward the wife he cherishes and toward the rest of his children who remain, 55 so 

that he will not give even one of them any of the flesh of his children which he will 

eat, since he has nothing else left, during the siege and the distress by which your 

enemy will oppress you in all your towns” (Deut 28:54-55). Eugene Merrill states: 

 

The intensity of the distress is emphasized by the fact that parents would eat 

their children, their only hope of earthly remembrance and posterity (v. 53). 

And not just the most crass or barbaric among them would do so. The gentlest 

soul would abandon all restraint and loyalty and in his hour of self-

preservation would feed upon his own precious loved ones (v. 54), not 

retaining a shred of generosity toward others in similar plight (v. 55). The 

basest human (or animal?) instincts would prevail when choice had to be made 

between one’s own life and another’s.28 

 

Having discussed the gentle man who engages in cannibalism, Moses said of the 

gentle woman: 

 

The refined and delicate woman among you, who would not venture to set the 

sole of her foot on the ground for delicateness and refinement, shall be hostile 

toward the husband she cherishes and toward her son and daughter, 57 and 

toward her afterbirth which issues from between her legs and toward her 

children whom she bears; for she will eat them secretly for lack of anything 

 
28 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 

Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994), 367–368. 
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else, during the siege and the distress by which your enemy will oppress you 

in your towns. (Deut 28:56-57)  

 

Eugene Merrill states: 

 

Lest it be thought that the maternal side of womanhood might preclude such 

abhorrent behavior, the text goes on to reveal, in terms that stagger the 

imagination, that women so refined and genteel as to avoid touching the 

ground with unshod feet would not hesitate to consume their own offspring 

(vv. 56–57a). In fact, they would keep for themselves their newborn infants 

and even the afterbirth even if it meant that their husbands and other children 

had to do without and starve. These they would hoard and eat secretly to 

preserve themselves in that day of unspeakable horror.29 

 

These horrible acts of cannibalism occurred among the ten northern tribes of Israel 

during the Aramean siege by Ben-hadad II circa 850 B.C. (2 Ki 6:24-30), and the 

two southern tribes of Judah when they were besieged by the Babylonians in 586 

B.C. (Jer 19:9; Ezek 5:9-10; Lam 2:20; 4:10). 

 

What follows in Moses’ speech is a summary statement that all the curses described 

herein would come upon God’s covenant people if they turned away from Him. 

Moses said, “If you are not careful to observe all the words of this law which are 

written in this book, to fear this honored and awesome name, the LORD your God” 

(Deut 28:58). Serving God and experiencing His blessings was not a guessing game. 

Moses had clearly communicated “all the words of this law”, which words, he said, 

were “written in this book” for Israel to know and follow (Deut 28:58a). Moses had 

referenced the words of the law before (Deut 17:18-19; 27:2-3, 8, 26), and he would 

reference them again as being “written” for posterity to study, understand, and 

follow (Deut 28:61; 29:20-21, 27; 30:10; 31:24, 26). Studying God’s Word and 

walking in obedience meant they would fear and honor (ַבד  kabad) His “awesome כָׁ

name”, which name embodied all that God is in character and conduct. According 

to Kalland, “This glorious and awesome name speaks of his essence, character, and 

reputation as the God of the promises, the true and living God revealed to the people, 

particularly at Horeb (Sinai).”30 If Israel would not honor God’s name, “then the 

LORD will bring extraordinary plagues on you and your descendants, even severe 

and lasting plagues, and miserable and chronic sicknesses” (Deut 28:59).  

 

 
29 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary, 368. 
30 Earl S. Kalland, “Deuteronomy,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Deuteronomy, 

Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 176. 
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Unfortunately, throughout Israel’s history, the book of Deuteronomy was rejected 

and Israel fell into all sorts of sinful behavior and judgment. It was during the reign 

of Josiah (2 Ki 22:1), that a copy of Deuteronomy was found in the temple (2 Ki 

22:8-20), and the land was largely purged of idolatry and the temple restored to its 

proper place of function (2 Ki 23:1-25). However, after Josiah died in 609 B.C., the 

four subsequent kings all did evil in the sight of the Lord until eventually Judah and 

Jerusalem were destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.  

 

The disobedience of Israel meant they would suffer diseases, sicknesses, and 

plagues, some of which Israel had seen God bring upon Egypt, but also included 

other maladies not mentioned here. Moses said, “He will bring back on you all the 

diseases of Egypt of which you were afraid, and they will cling to you. 61 Also every 

sickness and every plague which, not written in the book of this law, the LORD will 

bring on you until you are destroyed” (Deut 28:60-61). Merrill states, “the Hebrew 

construction in v. 61 allows the sickness to be viewed as a divinely ordained 

instrument of judgment, not just an illness of happenstance or of no apparent 

purpose.”31 And such illnesses would decimate the nation’s population, as Moses 

said, “Then you shall be left few in number, whereas you were as numerous as the 

stars of heaven, because you did not obey the LORD your God (Deut 28:62). 

Whereas God had promised to bless the nation with a multitude of people, here the 

curse would cause their numbers to shrink, making them smaller and smaller as His 

judgments advanced, and this until they were destroyed. 

 

God is righteous, and it pleases Him to bless His people when they walk in righteous 

conformity with His directives. However, it also pleases the Lord to act righteously 

to judge His people when they disobey Him. Moses said, “It shall come about that 

as the LORD delighted over you to prosper you, and multiply you, so the LORD will 

delight over you to make you perish and destroy you; and you will be torn from the 

land where you are entering to possess it” (Deut 28:63). God prefers to bless and not 

discipline; however, His attribute of righteousness demands He act justly toward His 

people. Block correctly observes:  

 

Moses begins by speaking shockingly of a change in Yahweh’s disposition 

toward his people. Where previously Yahweh had delighted in causing Israel 

to flourish, now he will delight in their destruction. The notion is troubling to 

modern readers, but read within the ancient conceptual environment, it 

contrasts sharply with the notions of Israel’s neighbors. Where others 

attributed such calamities to demonic forces and hostile deities, Yahwism 

refuses to take the easy way out. These statements reflect the other side of 

 
31 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary, 370. 
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Yahweh’s passion: When his people trample underfoot his grace, his passions 

will be ignited against them.32 

 

Not only would God remove Israel from their land because of idolatry, but He would 

scatter them among the pagan nations to worship and experience what they sought 

to elevate above God. Moses said, “Moreover, the LORD will scatter you among all 

peoples, from one end of the earth to the other end of the earth; and there you shall 

serve other gods, wood and stone, which you or your fathers have not known” (Deut 

28:64). Of course, the reality is that these idols are dumb—wood and stone—and are 

foreign to the living God who revealed Himself to their patriarchs.  

 

The sad reality is that idols offer no real rest from the troubles of this world because 

they cannot deliver. Moses said, “Among those nations you shall find no rest, and 

there will be no resting place for the sole of your foot; but there the LORD will give 

you a trembling heart, failing of eyes, and despair of soul” (Deut 28:65). There would 

be no rest physically “for the soul of your foot”, and there would be no rest mentally 

or emotionally, as they would have a heart that constantly trembles, eyes that never 

fail to see trouble, and a soul that despairs all that life offers. Merrill states, “External 

transience would be matched by internal, emotional upheaval. The mind would be 

anxious (lit., “there will be a quaking heart”), the eyes would fail because of longing 

(cf. 28:32), and the heart (nepeš; i.e., the inner being as a whole) would become faint. 

The very lives of the people would be hung up before them, that is, would be in 

suspense.”33 

 

The state of their difficult condition would be constant. Night and day they would 

have no confidence about their condition. Moses said, “So your life shall hang in 

doubt before you; and you will be in dread night and day, and shall have no assurance 

of your life” (Deut 28:66). When blessed by God, Israelites would experience long 

life in the land of blessing. However, when cursed by God, they would never know 

from day to day whether their lives would be safe. They would be in a constant state 

of anxiety.  

 

Internal fears and stress from life’s experiences would cause them great anguish. 

Concerning their mental state throughout the day, Moses said, “In the morning you 

shall say, ‘Would that it were evening!’ And at evening you shall say, ‘Would that 

it were morning!’ because of the dread of your heart which you dread, and for the 

sight of your eyes which you will see” (Deut 28:67). Here is psychological and 

emotional disequilibrium that is caused by the uncertainty of a troubled life.  

 
32 Daniel I. Block, The NIV Application Commentary: Deuteronomy, 660–661. 
33 Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary, 371. 
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Slavery and subjugation would be the end result, as Moses said, “The LORD will 

bring you back to Egypt in ships, by the way about which I spoke to you, ‘You will 

never see it again!’ And there you will offer yourselves for sale to your enemies as 

male and female slaves, but there will be no buyer” (Deut 28:68). These would 

become the lowest of slaves, regarded as so worthless that no one, not even their 

former captors in Egypt, would want to buy them. Deuteronomy 28:68 shows a final 

reversal of all God’s blessings as the Lord, who had once brought them out of slavery 

in Egypt, would return them to their former captors, only in a worse state than before. 

According to Craigie, “In the blessing of God, the people had been brought out of 

Egypt and freed from that old servitude. In the curse of God, they would return to 

Egypt once again, and there they would experience the depth of humiliation; in 

offering themselves for sale, they would be deemed by the Egyptians to be 

substandard, not even worth making into slaves.”34  

 

All of these cursings could have been avoided. None of them had to happen. In fact, 

God desired to bless His people, and all they had to do was to know His Word and 

walk in it, keeping covenant with the Lord. These curses served as a warning of the 

consequences of turning away from the Lord and pursuing a life of sinful rebellion. 

Constable states, “God designed these blessings and curses to persuade His people 

to obey His covenant with them. Stronger proof of the blessing of obedience and the 

blasting of disobedience is hardly imaginable. God’s will was, and is, very clear and 

simple: obey His Word.”35 And Wiersbe adds: 

 

There’s a sobering message here for the church in today’s world. Like Israel 

of old, we are God’s chosen people and a holy nation (1 Peter 2:9–10) and 

have been greatly blessed in Jesus Christ. We are here to “advertise” the 

virtues of the Lord and declare the good news of the Gospel. If we fail to 

glorify God and obey His Word, He will chasten us just as He chastened Israel 

(Heb. 12:1–14). “For the time has come for judgment to begin at the house of 

God; and if it begins with us first, what will be the end of those who do not 

obey the gospel of God?” (1 Peter 4:17) If God chastens His own people for 

their sins, what will He do to those who don’t belong to the family and have 

resisted His will? But judgment will begin in God’s family, and the only way 

we can avoid it is to turn from our sins and obey His will.36 

 

 
34 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament, 351–352. 
35 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible, Dt 28:58. 
36 Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Equipped, 171. 


