
The Book of Deuteronomy, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 1: Israel’s Journey Remembered

Deuteronomy 1:1–2:23

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally this lesson sets the foundation for the whole book of Deuteronomy: God is utterly 
faithful, His promises are sure, and the only thing that kept a whole generation out of the land 
was their own unbelief. We must guard against two errors. First, the error that says God failed 
His people; the text is relentless that the failure was Israel’s, not God’s. Second, any reading that 
turns the land promise into a guarantee of a future earthly political restoration of national Israel. 
Scripture itself teaches that the promises to Abraham find their yes in Christ, that the true and 
lasting inheritance is the heavenly country those faithful saints were really seeking (Hebrews 
11:13–16), and that the kingdom has come in Christ and His church.

The lesson also presses on the conscience. Hebrews 3 and 4 take this very passage and apply it 
directly to Christians, warning that we too can fall short of God’s rest through an unbelieving 
and hardened heart. So this is not merely ancient history. It is a mirror. The aim is to form in the 
student a trusting, obedient faith that remembers God’s faithfulness rightly and therefore steps 
forward when God says go, rather than shrinking back in fear as that first generation did.

Finally, the lesson teaches how to remember. Moses models a God-first telling of the story, 
where grace frames everything and sin is exposed as the ugly thing it is precisely because God 
had been so good. The student should leave able to rehearse his own history with God in a way 
that fuels faith rather than fear, and ready to lead the next generation to do the same.

Question 1

Student Question:

From Deuteronomy 1:9–18, how does Moses describe the appointing of leaders, and what does 
the arrangement reveal about how God intends His people to be shepherded and burdens 
shared?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Moses begins his retelling not with conquest but with administration. The community had 
grown so numerous (1:10–11) that one man could no longer judge their disputes and bear their 
burdens. This is a healthy picture of how God means His people to be led. Leadership is shared, 
not hoarded; the load is distributed among capable, God-fearing men chosen from the people 
themselves.



The qualifications Moses recalls are striking: wise, understanding, and experienced men, known 
and respected within their tribes (1:13). These were not chosen for ambition or wealth but for 
proven character. They were to judge righteously, to refuse partiality, and to fear no man 
because judgment belongs to God (1:17). Hard cases were to be brought to Moses, preserving a 
clear line of accountability.

The principle here echoes forward into the New Testament church, where God again provides 
shepherds, the elders, qualified by character (1 Timothy 3; Titus 1) to oversee the flock, with the 
work of ministry shared among many. God has never intended His people to depend on a single 
human personality. He builds plurality and accountability into the life of His people.

For the student, the heart of the passage is that God cares how His people are led. The burden 
of His people is real, and He provides for it not by overworking one servant but by raising up 
many faithful ones. Good order in God’s house is itself an expression of His love.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Shared leadership versus a single dominant personality
 Character qualifications over status, wealth, or ambition
 Impartial judgment because judgment belongs to God
 Accountability structures within God’s people
 Pattern pointing toward elders and shared ministry in the church

Discussion Prompts

 What qualities did Moses look for in the men he appointed?
 Why does God build plurality and accountability into leadership?
 How does this shape what we should desire in church leaders today?

Question 2

Student Question:

Moses says the burden of the people had grown too heavy for him to bear alone (1:9–12). Where 
in your own life or service are you trying to carry alone what God designed to be shared, and 
what would it look like to invite others in?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Moses confesses plainly that he could not bear the people alone, their burden and their strife 
were too heavy (1:9, 12). There is humility here that we often lack. We treat the inability to 
carry everything as a failure rather than as the very reason God surrounds us with others.

Many sincere believers burn out trying to be everything to everyone, whether in ministry, 
family, or work. The text gently rebukes that. Even Moses, the great mediator, needed help. To 



insist on carrying alone what God designed to share is not faithfulness; it can be pride wearing 
the mask of dedication.

Inviting others in requires trust and a willingness to let go of control. It means believing that God 
has gifted others, that the work is His and not ours, and that shared burdens are God’s ordinary 
provision rather than an admission of weakness.

The student should examine where he is overextended and ask whether the real obstacle to 
sharing the load is circumstance or his own reluctance to depend on others and on God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Burnout from refusing to share the load
 Pride disguised as dedication
 Trusting God’s gifting in others
 Letting go of control
 Community as God’s design, not a fallback

Discussion Prompts

 Where are you carrying alone what God meant to be shared?
 What keeps you from inviting others into the work?
 How might shared burdens actually strengthen the work of God?

Question 3

Student Question:

In Deuteronomy 1:19–33, what does Moses emphasize about God’s role on the journey, and 
what does the people’s response at Kadesh-barnea reveal about the true nature of unbelief?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

At the border Moses urges them to go up and take the land, reminding them the Lord their God 
goes before them and will fight for them, just as He did in Egypt and in the wilderness, carrying 
them as a father carries his son (1:29–31). The case for faith could hardly be stronger. God had 
proven Himself again and again.

Yet the people would not. Despite all the evidence, they said in their tents that the Lord hated 
them and brought them out to destroy them (1:27). This is the heart of unbelief: it does not lack 
information, it distrusts the character of God. They reframed His rescue as cruelty and His 
faithfulness as betrayal.

Moses names the real failure in 1:32: in spite of everything, they did not believe the Lord their 
God. Their unbelief was not innocent doubt; it was a refusal to trust a God who had earned their 



trust ten thousand times over. The giants and walled cities were real, but they were not the 
problem. The problem was a heart that would not rest on God.

This is why Hebrews 3 and 4 reach back to this moment. Unbelief is treated there as a hardening 
of the heart, a moral failure, not a mere intellectual one. For the student, the warning is sober 
and personal: faith is not the absence of obstacles but the presence of trust in the God who goes 
before us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Unbelief as distrust of God’s character, not lack of evidence
 Reframing God’s grace as cruelty
 The reality of obstacles versus the sufficiency of God
 Hardening of the heart as a moral failure
 God going before His people into battle
 The link to Hebrews 3–4

Discussion Prompts

 How did Israel misjudge the heart of God?
 Why is unbelief called a moral failure and not just a doubt?
 What does it mean that God goes before us into our battles?

Question 4

Student Question:

The spies brought back real fruit and real fears (1:25–28). When you face a genuinely hard 
situation, do you tend to magnify the obstacles or the God who goes before you? Give a recent 
example.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The spies brought back real fruit, the good land was genuinely good, and real fears, the people 
were strong and the cities fortified (1:25–28). Both reports were true. The question was never 
whether the obstacles were real but which reality would govern the heart.

We do the same. When something is genuinely hard, we magnify the difficulty until it eclipses 
God. The ten spies measured the giants against themselves and despaired; they never measured 
the giants against the God who had drowned Pharaoh’s army.

Faith does not deny the difficulty. It refuses to let the difficulty have the last word. Caleb and 
Joshua saw the same giants and concluded the opposite, because they kept God in the frame.



The student is asked to be honest about his own pattern. When the hard thing comes, does he 
rehearse the obstacle or the God who goes before him? A recent, concrete example will expose 
the habit of the heart.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Magnifying obstacles until they eclipse God
 Measuring giants against self rather than against God
 Faith that acknowledges difficulty yet trusts God
 The contrast between the ten spies and Caleb and Joshua

Discussion Prompts

 Do you tend to magnify the problem or the God who goes before you?
 What recent situation tested this in you?
 How can you keep God in the frame when fear rises?

Question 5

Student Question:

From Deuteronomy 1:34–40, how does God respond to Israel’s refusal, and what does the 
sentence of forty years in the wilderness teach us about the seriousness of unbelief and the 
patience of God toward the next generation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

God’s response to the refusal is grave: not one of that evil generation would see the good land 
except Caleb, who followed the Lord fully (1:35–36). The sentence was forty years of wandering 
until that generation died in the wilderness (Numbers 14:33–34). Sin has real consequences, and 
unbelief is no small thing in God’s eyes.

Yet even in judgment God’s patience shines. He does not annihilate the nation. He preserves it 
and turns His attention to the next generation, the little ones the parents feared would be lost 
(1:39). God’s discipline is severe but never without purpose; He is shaping a people who will 
trust Him.

There is a sobering truth here for every believer. God takes faith seriously enough to let unbelief 
bar a person from the blessing He longed to give. This is why Hebrews warns Christians so 
directly. We are not exempt from the danger of a hardened, unbelieving heart.

At the same time the passage guards us from despair. The God who disciplines is the God who 
keeps His promise across generations. He buries the unbelieving generation, but He raises up 
their children to inherit what their parents forfeited. His covenant purpose marches on.



For the student, this holds together two truths that must never be separated: the seriousness of 
sin and the patience of God. Both are real. Both are mercies.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Real consequences for unbelief
 Forty years of wandering as discipline
 God’s patience toward the next generation
 Caleb’s full-hearted following rewarded
 Discipline as severe yet purposeful
 The warning carried into Hebrews for Christians

Discussion Prompts

 Why did God treat unbelief with such seriousness?
 How do we see God’s patience even within His judgment?
 What does Caleb’s example teach about following God fully?

Question 6

Student Question:

God told that generation their little ones, whom they feared would become prey, would be the 
very ones to inherit the land (1:39). How does worrying about the wrong things blind us to what 
God is actually doing? Where are you doing this now?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The irony is sharp. The parents feared their children would become prey to the enemy (1:39), 
and those very children became the heirs of the promise. The thing they worried about was 
exactly the thing God meant to bless.

Misplaced fear blinds us. When we fix our anxiety on the wrong object, we miss what God is 
actually doing. The parents were so consumed by the danger to their children that they could 
not see God already had plans to give those children the land.

This exposes a pattern in the human heart. We borrow tomorrow’s troubles, imagine the worst, 
and act out of that imagined fear, often forfeiting the good God intended. Jesus would later 
confront this same worry with the call to seek first the kingdom and trust the Father (Matthew 
6:33–34).

The student is invited to name where he is doing this now, fixating on a fear that may be exactly 
the place God plans to work. Naming it begins to break its power.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Misplaced fear blinding us to God’s work
 Borrowing tomorrow’s troubles
 The irony of fearing the very thing God will bless
 Trusting the Father instead of acting from imagined fear

Discussion Prompts

 What were the parents afraid of, and how did God answer it?
 Where are you fixating on the wrong fear right now?
 How does naming a fear before God begin to loosen its grip?

Question 7

Student Question:

In Deuteronomy 1:41–46, the people decide to attack after God has told them not to go up. What 
does this presumptuous attempt teach us about the difference between true repentance and 
merely regretting the consequences of sin?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

After hearing the sentence, the people suddenly declare they will go up and fight, exactly what 
God had told them to do before (1:41). But now God says do not go up, for I am not among you 
(1:42). What looks like obedience is actually another act of self-will.

This reveals the difference between true repentance and mere regret. The people regretted the 
consequence, the wandering, but they had not truly turned back to trusting and obeying God. 
Their attack was presumption, doing what they wanted on their own terms rather than 
submitting to God’s word.

True repentance submits to God even when His word is hard, even when it does not give us the 
outcome we now want. False repentance tries to undo the consequences while still asserting its 
own will. The result was defeat; the Amorites chased them like bees (1:44).

For the student, this is a searching lesson. It is possible to feel sorrow over sin’s results and still 
not have surrendered the heart. Godly sorrow leads to genuine change of direction (2 
Corinthians 7:10); worldly sorrow only mourns the cost.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Regret over consequences versus true repentance
 Presumption disguised as obedience
 Acting on God’s old command after He has withdrawn it
 Submission to God’s word even when it is hard
 Godly sorrow versus worldly sorrow



Discussion Prompts

 Why was the attack presumption rather than obedience?
 How can we tell true repentance from mere regret?
 What does it mean to submit to God’s word even when it is hard?

Question 8

Student Question:

Israel wept and tried to obey too late, and the Lord would not listen (1:45). Have you ever tried 
to fix on your own terms something only surrender would heal? What did you learn?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The people wept before the Lord, but He would not listen to them (1:45). This is one of the most 
sobering lines in the chapter. Their tears were real, yet they came at the wrong time and from 
the wrong heart, after they had refused obedience when it was offered.

There is a kind of fixing that only deepens the wound, the attempt to repair on our own terms 
what only surrender could heal. The people tried to seize by force what they could have 
received by faith, and they failed.

This is not to say God ever rejects a truly broken and surrendered heart; He never does (Psalm 
51:17). The issue is the difference between weeping that surrenders and weeping that still 
wants its own way. Their grief was over the loss, not over the unbelief that caused it.

The student is asked to recall a time he tried to fix on his own terms what only surrender could 
heal, and to learn from it. The lesson is not that God is unwilling but that some healing comes 
only through letting go.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Tears that come too late or from the wrong heart
 Trying to fix on our terms what only surrender heals
 God’s openness to a truly broken heart
 Grief over loss versus grief over sin

Discussion Prompts

 Why did God not respond to their weeping?
 Have you tried to fix something that only surrender could heal?
 What is the difference between sorrow that surrenders and sorrow that resists?

Question 9

Student Question:



Deuteronomy 2:1–23 shows God forbidding Israel to seize the lands of Edom, Moab, and Ammon 
because He had given those to the descendants of Esau and Lot. What does this reveal about 
God’s sovereignty over all nations and His faithfulness even to peoples outside the covenant, and 
how should that shape how we view God’s dealings with the world?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

In chapter 2 Moses recounts that God forbade Israel to seize the lands of Edom, Moab, and 
Ammon, because He had given those territories to the descendants of Esau and of Lot (2:5, 9, 
19). Israel was even to buy food and water from them (2:6). The God of Israel is not a tribal 
deity; He is the sovereign Lord over every nation and every boundary.

This is a profound theological statement. The same God who gives Canaan to Israel also gave 
Seir to Esau and Ar to the sons of Lot. He removes the Horites, the Emim, the Zamzummim, and 
the Avvim to make room for these peoples (2:10–12, 20–23), just as He will remove the 
Canaanites for Israel. He governs the rise and fall of all nations.

This guards us against any merely nationalistic reading of God’s purposes. Israel was chosen for 
a covenant purpose, that through her all nations would be blessed (Genesis 12:3), not because 
God cared for no one else. Paul later affirms that God determined the boundaries and times of 
all peoples so that they might seek Him (Acts 17:26–27). The land promise to Israel must be read 
within this larger purpose, ultimately fulfilled in Christ and the inheritance of all who are His 
(Galatians 3:29; Hebrews 11:13–16), not as a guarantee of a future earthly political kingdom.

There is also a moral beauty here. God remembers the kindred peoples descended from Esau 
and Lot and protects their inheritance. His faithfulness extends even to those outside the 
covenant line. This should enlarge our view of God: He is just, He keeps His word universally, 
and His care reaches the whole world He made.

For the student, the passage corrects a small and self-centered picture of God. He is Lord of all 
the earth. His dealings with the nations are wise, just, and faithful, and His covenant with Israel 
was always aimed at blessing the world, a purpose now realized in the gospel going to all 
peoples.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s sovereignty over all nations and their boundaries
 Faithfulness extended even to peoples outside the covenant
 Israel chosen for a purpose, to bless all nations
 Guarding the land promise against a nationalistic or future-earthly reading
 Fulfillment of the promise in Christ and His church
 God’s justice and care reaching the whole world

Discussion Prompts



 Why did God protect the lands of Edom, Moab, and Ammon?
 What does this teach about God’s rule over all nations?
 How does this reshape a small or merely nationalistic view of God?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking back over the whole passage, the journey remembered, the failure at the border, the 
long years of wandering, and God’s steady faithfulness, name one specific way Jesus is forming 
you through this account to trust and follow Him into what He has prepared.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Stepping back, the whole passage is a remembered journey: grace at the start, failure at the 
border, long years of wandering, and a God who never stopped being faithful. Moses tells it so 
the next generation, and we, will not repeat the tragedy.

The deepest call is to trust and follow God into what He has prepared. The first generation 
shrank back; Christ calls us forward. Hebrews 3 and 4 make the application explicit, urging us 
not to fall short of God’s rest through unbelief, and pointing us to Jesus, the better and faithful 
Son, who leads His people in where Moses could not.

Jesus forms us through this account by exposing our own hesitations and inviting deeper trust. 
Where we have rehearsed our fears, He teaches us to rehearse God’s faithfulness. Where we 
have shrunk back, He calls us to go forward in obedient faith.

The student should name one specific way this is happening: a fear to surrender, an obedience 
to step into, a habit of remembering God-first rather than fear-first. The aim is not information 
but transformation, a heart that follows Jesus into the inheritance He has secured.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Remembering God’s faithfulness as fuel for faith
 The call to go forward rather than shrink back
 Jesus as the faithful Son who leads His people into rest
 Transformation, not mere information
 Naming one concrete area of trust and obedience

Discussion Prompts

 What is the one thing this passage most presses on your heart?
 Where is Jesus calling you to go forward rather than shrink back?
 How will you rehearse God’s faithfulness this week?


