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Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi          B”H 
D’var Torah on Devarim 

 
 

Mysteries of Deuteronomy 
 
 

This week’s Torah portion, Devarim, is the first one in the Book of 
Deuteronomy, and it is usually read right before Tish’a b’Av, when Jews 
mourn the destruction of the First Temple.   
 
Deuteronomy includes Moses’ farewell addresses, blessings and death.  It 
recapitulates the main religious principles and legislation, including the Ten 
Commandments, but also includes some new laws.  It emphasizes a single 
central sanctuary; the fact that God named Israel His chosen people; the 
complete rejection of idolatry; and the uniqueness of God, through the 
Shema, the central prayer of Judaism. 
 

Who wrote the Book of Deuteronomy?  Does Tradition really answer 
“God”?  The Talmud says: [Bava Batra 14b] 

Umi ch’tavan?   
And who are the writers [of the Scriptures]?   
 
Moshe katav sifro, uparshat Bilaam, v’Iyyov. Yehoshua katav sifro ve-shmona 
f’sukim she-baTorah. 
Moses wrote his book, and the portion dealing with Bilaam [in the Book of 
Numbers] [Num. 23-24] and the Book of Job. Joshua wrote his book and [the last] 
eight verses of the Torah [which deal with the death of Moses].  

 
It says, “Moses wrote his book”. What is the book that “Moses wrote”, if not 
Deuteronomy? 

Tradition says “The Torah”. But he did not write “the Torah” himself – God 
dictated it to him. The Talmud goes on to name the authors of all the books 
in the Bible. These authors may have been “inspired”, but the books were 
not “dictated” to them. 

And if it does mean that Moses wrote the Torah, why does the Talmud add 
“and the parts dealing with Bilaam”, since those parts are included in the 
Torah? The phrasing implies that “Moses' book” and “the parts dealing with 
Bilaam” are two different things. 

The Talmud continues: 
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Rabbi Shim’on said… Is it not written in Deuteronomy:  
[Moses said before he died] ‘Take this book of the Torah’? [Deut. 31:26]  

[This implies that the Torah was complete.] No. What we must say is that up to 
this point [God] dictated and Moses repeated and wrote, and from this point on 
God dictated and Moses wrote with tears [not ink, about his own death, then 
Joshua rewrote these parts with ink]… [Bava Batra 15a]  
 

To shed some light on this, let’s review the chronology of events in the 
Kingdom of Judah leading up to the destruction of the First Temple, 
commemorated on Tish’a b’Av: 

 

-First, King Hezekiah (Chizkiah) reigned for 19 years, from 715 to 687 BCE.  
He was a good king.  He tried religious reform to wean people away from 
idolatry, but failed. 
-Then, his son Manasseh (Menasheh) ascended to the throne and reigned 
for 55 years.  He was very bad.  He reinstated pagan worship in the 
Temple and built pagan altars.  The damage he caused was huge. 
-He was followed by his son Amon, a bad king who reigned only two years 
and was murdered. 
-Amon was followed by Josiah (Yoshiyahu), who reigned for 31 years.  He 
was an excellent king. He initiated radical religious reforms, wiped out 
idolatry from the land, restored Judaism and centralized it, and instituted a 
national Pessah festival in Jerusalem, which had not been done since the 
time of the Judges.  
 
Now here is the part I want to explore.  We are told that King Josiah got his 
inspiration from “a Torah book” found in the Temple.  What is this 
mysterious book?  Let us hear what the Bible says, in the Books of Kings 
and Chronicles: 

 

And it came to pass… that the king sent… Hilkiah the high priest… to repair [the 
Temple]… [2 Kings 22:3] 
And … Hilkiah the priest found a Book of the Torah of the Lord by the hand of 
Moses. [Matza Chilkiyah ha-Kohen et sefer Torat HaShem beyad Moshe]  [2 
Chronicles 34:14] 
 

What was this book?  The text implies it was the original Torah manuscript 
written by Moses himself that had been hidden away in the days of the bad 
kings and rediscovered.  The Bible continues: 

 
[The High Priest] read [that book] before the king.  And it came to pass, when the 
king had heard the words of the book of the Torah, that he tore his clothes [and 
said:] Go, inquire of the Lord… concerning the words of this book that was found; 
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for great indeed must be the anger of the Lord that is kindled against us, because 
our fathers have not listened to the words of this book, to do according to all that 
which is written concerning us. 
 
And Hilkiah the priest… went to Huldah the prophetess… and she said …: Thus 
said the Lord God of Israel…  “Behold, I will bring evil upon this place, and upon 
its inhabitants, in accordance with all the words of the book which the king of 
Judah has read. Because they have forsaken me and have burned incense to 
other gods … my anger is kindled against this place…” 
 
And they brought back the reply to the king. And the king… gathered… all the 
elders of Judah and of Jerusalem and… went up to the house of the Lord… and 
he read in their hearing all the words of the book of the covenant which had been 
found in the house of the Lord. And [they]… made a covenant…to keep [God’s] 
commandments… with all their heart and all their soul…  [2 Kings 22:11~17, 23:1-3] 
 

So, what was this mysterious “Torah book”?  Some non-traditional scholars 
say it was Deuteronomy, and that Deuteronomy was written at that time, 
about a thousand years after Moses.  As proof, they point to stylistic 
similarities with the language of Josiah’s time. 
 
But it does not explain this: If Israel already had the first four books of the 
Torah, why would “discovery” of the fifth make such a huge difference, and 
affect King Josiah so much, considering it’s mostly a repetition of what is in 
the first four books?  And if Israel had all five books, what was Josiah’s 
“Torah book”? 
 
Some say what upset Josiah was this line in Deuteronomy: 

The Lord shall bring you, and your king whom you shall set over you, to a nation 
which neither you nor your fathers have known; and there you shall serve other 
gods, of wood and stone. [Deut. 28:36] 

He was upset because he thought he might be that king.  But would it not 
be more natural for him to assume his grandfather Menashe was that 
wicked king, since he knew he himself was good? 
 

Would the Torah really have been so thoroughly forgotten that it would be 
such a great revelation? Unlikely.  Many priests and Levites remained 
faithful.  Surely many had memorized it.  Perhaps Josiah’s wicked father 
and grandfather had simply not instructed him in the Torah and forbade 
others from instructing him, which is likely since they were idolaters. Josiah 
may therefore have been ignorant of what was in it, whence his surprise. 
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The Jerusalem Talmud [Sotah Y 7:4] says that Menashe, the extra-wicked 
king, destroyed all scrolls of the Torah, and that what Josiah’s high priest 
discovered was a Torah scroll that had been hidden, open to the following 
verse in Deuteronomy: 

Cursed be he who does not maintain all the words of this Torah to do them. [Deut. 

27:26].  

It adds that upon seeing this, King Josiah tore his garments and exclaimed, 
“’Alai lehakim” -- it is incumbent upon me [to uphold the Torah].  He then 
led public repentance to delay the destruction of the Temple.  Some may 
say he may well have built up this incident and used it to bolster his 
religious reforms, and rightly so. 
 
Also, the people clearly repent and resolve to reform under Josiah's 
leadership. But God says He will bring disaster on their heads anyway. 
Why? If God did not punish them during Manasseh's reign, it must have 
been to give them opportunities to repent. And they did. So why did God 
resolve to punish them anyway? Isn't repentance what God really wants?  
The Midrash [Eichah Rabbah 1:53], says that the people’s repentance was not 
universal.  But still, it was a huge step in the right direction. 
 
These mysteries are still not completely resolved. 
 
Shabbat shalom. 


