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Take thought this day that it was not your children, who neither experienced nor witnessed the lesson of the Lord your God—His 

majesty, His mighty hand...; 3the signs and the deeds that He performed in Egypt...; 4what he did to Egypt’s army, its horses and 

chariots...; 5what he did for you in the wilderness...; 6and what he did to Dathan and Abiram...when the earth opened her mouth and 

swallowed them...from amidst all Israel—7but that it was you who saw with your own eyes all the marvellous deeds that the Lord 

performed. (Deut. 11:2-7, trans. JPS) 

This sentence, heavily condensed here, is according to scholars one of the longest and most difficult in the Bible. Medieval and modern 

commentators alike have remarked upon its odd construction, with a main clause (here in boldface) divided by a long series of 

subordinate clauses, and its strange or faulty grammar. (Should ‘et’ of ‘et-b’neichem’ be translated as an accusative particle, as ‘with’, or 

something else? Either way, where’s the verb to go with it?) But the implications of the sentence are stranger still. 

Picture the scene: We’re on the banks of the Jordan. Moses is speaking to the people before they cross into Israel, after wandering in 

the desert for forty years. Remember, Moses himself will not be crossing with them. This is his last chance to influence his stiff-necked 

flock, and he gives it all he’s got. At this juncture in his discourse, Moses rhetorically recalls all the wonders that God performed in Egypt 

and the wilderness, from the ten plagues to the earth swallowing up the Korach rebels (though Korach himself is not actually mentioned 

here). But wait a minute: Moses’ audience, in the main, are not the people who actually witnessed those miracles, except the few who 

were children during the Exodus. That generation died in the desert. So why does Moses say ‘it was not your children who witnessed 

these deeds, but you’? Not only does this statement make no sense factually, it seems blatantly to contradict one of the key messages 

of Deuteronomy, that “I make this covenant...not with you alone...but with those who are not here this day” (Deut. 29:13,14). We are all 

supposed to behave as though we were signatories to the original covenant. Yet this statement in Deuteronomy 11 seems to justify the 

covenant by reference to the miracles the people saw with their own eyes—thus denying its relevance for future generations!! 

Ibn Ezra offers some help in resolving this puzzle. He understands the language of the main clause not literally (‘your children did not 

witness these deeds’), but metaphorically, with a meaning like ‘these deeds are not some promise for the future—they actually 

happened’. But even that explanation is not fully satisfactory. 

Perhaps a solution can be found in the context of Deuteronomy as understood by modern Biblical scholars. The book is thought to have 

been composed in the 600s BCE, during a period of religious reform under King Josiah, and to have been read out to the people as an 

exhortation to renewed devotion to God. Could it be those listeners who were asked to imagine that they were the generation of the 

covenant? Were they—and by extension, we—being told, ‘It’s up to you. Not your children, you!’? 
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