
These are the words (ים ל) that Moshe spoke to all Israel (ַהְּדָבִר֗  on ,(ֶאל־ׇּכל־יְִׂשָרֵא֔
the other side of the Jordan, in the desert, in the Arava, opposite the Sea of 
Reeds, between Paran and Tofel, Laban, Hazeroth, and Dizahav. (Devarim 1:1) 

This week, we start the 5th book of the Torah , Sefer Devarim.  The Talmud Bavli, Megillah 
31a, refers to the Sefer Devarim as Mishneh Torah, a phrase that appears later in Devarim in the 
context of a king's obligation to write his own Sefer Torah:  And it will be when he sits upon his 
royal throne that he will write for himself this Mishneh Torah upon a scroll. (17:18)  
Nonetheless, it remains unclear why Chazal chose this expression as the name for the 5th book 
of the Torah.  

Many opine that the 5th book is a review or repeat of the Torah, just as its nickname – Mishneh 
Torah – seems to imply.  But Rabbi Menachem Leibtag states that this prevailing belief is 
incorrect.  There is too much missing for it to be considered a 
review: the book of Devarim makes no mention of Breishit, 
provides few details of Shemot, skips over the great 
majority of Vayikra, and tells some, although far from 
all, stories of Bamidbar.  Additionally, Devarim 
contains numerous mitzvot that have not been 
mentioned earlier in the Torah.  Mishneh Torah, 
according to Rabbi Leibtag is not a repetition or 
review of what has been written in the Torah thus far.  
Instead, the name Mishneh Torah comes from the same 
root of the word ve-shinantam (and you must repeat).  
Mishneh Torah implies a set of laws that require constant 
repetition.  The mitzvot in Devarim are special – they must be 
repeated and taught.  

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik commented that the 5th book is called Mishneh Torah because it 
is the pivot between the written law (Torah Shebichtav) and oral law (Torah Sheb'al Peh).  
Initially, the book of Devarim was mishnah,  oral law.  It wasn't until the last day of Moshe's 
life that we read that he finished writing the words of this Torah in a scroll.  That is when Sefer 
Devarim was transformed from Torah Sheb'al Peh to Torah Shebichtav.  
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We see that Devarim has both Torah Shebichtav and Torah Sheb'al Peh characteristics.  In the 
first four books of the Torah, God addresses the community, while in Sefer Devarim it is Moshe 
who addresses them.  In the first four books, Moshe acted as the prophet, repeating verbatim 
what God told him.  In Devarim, however, Moshe is a teacher, not a prophet—he becomes 
Moshe Rabbeinu.  Rav Soloveitchik suggests that Sefer Devarim is Mishneh Torah precisely 
because Moshe takes on an entirely new role, namely, as a teacher of all Jewish people.    

The Kli Yakar written by Rabbi Ephhrayim Landschutz noted that the phrase Kol Yisroel, which 
appears 11 times in the Sefer Devarim, is not found in the other Books of the Torah.  Until now, 
the Jewish people were described as Bnei Yisroel, the Children of Israel.   Now, for the first 
time, they are no longer the Children of Israel—they are simply Israel.  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
builds on the Kli Yakar, by noting that the name change signifies that the Jewish people were 
about to become something different, something they had not been before.  Moshe was 

preparing the people for a new mode of existence.  They were no 
longer children—they would have to become a nation.  The 

people would have to function collectively and be 
responsible for one another. 

Sefer Devarim contains many messages. It teaches 
the Jewish people a set of laws that are special for 
their spiritual and nationhood growth; that is why 
they are meant to be repeated. Sefer Devarim serves 

as a transition—a transition between Torah 
Shebichtav and Torah Sheb'al Peh.  It is also a 

transition for Moshe—he transitions from prophet to 
teacher, and instructs the people of Israel about their 

transition into nationhood and their collective responsibility.  

Sefer Devarim serves as our bridge between the Torah and the dynamic world of Jewish living. 

Jeffrey and Russie moved to Scarsdale from Manhattan in 2016.  Their 
daughters, Ella and Orly, attend WDS during the week and YIS on Shabbat and 
Holidays.  The Berger's are thrilled to be part of this wonderful community. 
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