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Unit 1 – Introductions to ספר דברים 
Lesson 1 – Names of Book 
Objective: 
Students should be able to list the three names used in Tanakh and Rabbinic sources to 
refer to Sefer Debarim and be able to explain the meaning and significance of each name. 
 
Activity: 
1. Ask: What is this book called? 
They will answer “Debarim.” Ask: Where does this name comes from? 
From the first words of the book. The official name for the book is ספר אלה הדברים but we 
call it דברים as a shorthand. Every book of Humash is named in this way and in fact we 
know from many ancient near eastern texts that this was a common way to name a book 
in those days. The name literally means “The book of words/speeches.” In this sense it is 
a very apt name for the contents of the book as well which is a transcription of Moshe’s 
speeches before his death. 
 
2. Do Now: 

• Look up Joshua 8:31 and its context. 
• What does ספר תורת משה refer to? (Hint: Look up Debarim 27:5 and context.) 
• Look up 2 Kings 14:6 and compare it with Debarim 24:16. 
• What does ספר תורת משה mean? 
• Can you explain this name? 

 
Give out source sheet: 

References to Sefer Debarim As ספר תורת משה 
in Nevi’im Rishonim 

 
 . דברים פרק כז 1

(ד) וְהָיָה בְּעָבְרְכֶם אֶת הַיַּרְדֵּן תָּקִימוּ אֶת הָאֲבָנִים הָאֵלֶּה אֲשֶׁר אָנֹכִי מְצַוֶּה אֶתְכֶם הַיּוֹם בְּהַר עֵיבָל וְשַׂדְתָּ אוֹתָם 
בַּשִּׂיד:  

מִזְבַּח אֲבָנִים לֹא תָנִיף עֲלֵיהֶם בַּרְזֶל:   שָּׁם מִזְבֵּחַ לַידֹוָד אֱלֹהֶיךָ (ה) וּבָנִיתָ 
אֲבָנִים שְׁלֵמוֹת תִּבְנֶה אֶת מִזְבַּח יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֶיךָ וְהַעֲלִיתָ עָלָיו עוֹלֹת לַידֹוָד אֱלֹהֶיךָ:   (ו) 
נֵי יְדֹוָד אֱלֹהֶיךָ:   וְאָכַלְתָּ שָּׁם וְשָׂמַחְתָּ לִפְ וְזָבַחְתָּ שְׁלָמִים (ז)

  (ח) וְכָתַבְתָּ עַל הָאֲבָנִים אֶת כָּל דִּבְרֵי הַתּוֹרָה הַזֹּאת בַּאֵר הֵיטֵב:
 

 יהושע פרק ח
 (ל) אָז יִבְנֶה יְהוֹשֻׁעַ מִזְבֵּחַ לַידֹוָד אֱלֹהֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּהַר עֵיבָל:  

מִזְבַּח אֲבָנִים שְׁלֵמוֹת אֲשֶׁר לֹא  מֹשֶׁה תּוֹרַת בְּסֵפֶר כַּכָּתוּבל י יִשְׂרָאֵ (לא) כַּאֲשֶׁר צִוָּה מֹשֶׁה עֶבֶד יְדֹוָד אֶת בְּנֵ
הֵנִיף עֲלֵיהֶן בַּרְזֶל וַיַּעֲלוּ עָלָיו עֹלוֹת לַידֹוָד וַיִּזְבְּחוּ שְׁלָמִים:  
נֵי בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל:   (לב) וַיִּכְתָּב שָׁם עַל הָאֲבָנִים אֵת מִשְׁנֵה תּוֹרַת מֹשֶׁה אֲשֶׁר כָּתַב לִפְ

 
 :טזדברים פרק כד. 2

 :לֹא יוּמְתוּ אָבוֹת עַל בָּנִים וּבָנִים לֹא יוּמְתוּ עַל אָבוֹת אִישׁ בְּחֶטְאוֹ יוּמָתוּ
 

 :ומלכים ב פרק יד
 יוּמְתוּ אָבוֹת עַל בָּנִים וּבָנִיםלֹא אֲשֶׁר צִוָּה יְדֹוָד לֵאמֹר מֹשֶׁה תּוֹרַת בְּסֵפֶר כַּכָּתוּבוְאֶת בְּנֵי הַמַּכִּים לֹא הֵמִית

 :   בְּחֶטְאוֹ < ימות>  יוּמָתלֹא יוּמְתוּ עַל אָבוֹת כִּי אִם אִישׁ
  
. אברבנאל 3

ענין הספר הזה ואמתתו הוא שמשה רבנו אמר הדברים האלה וביאר המצות שנזכרו פה לישראל לצורך 
פרידתו ורצה הקב"ה אחרי שהשלים לאמרם לישראל שיכתב בספר התורה כל זה כפי מה שאמרו משה ואולי 

 הוסיף בהם הגבורה טעמים ודברים בזמן הכתיבה.
 
 . בבלי מגילה לא:4

ת ואין מפסיקין בקללות. מנא הני מילי? אמר רב חייא בר גמדא אמר רבי אסי: דאמר בתעניות ברכות וקללו
קרא  (משלי ג') מוסר ה' בני אל תמאס. ריש  לקיש אמר: לפי שאין אומרים ברכה על הפורענות. אלא היכי 

 אביי:עביד? תנא: כשהוא מתחיל - מתחיל בפסוק שלפניהם, וכשהוא מסיים - מסיים בפסוק  שלאחריהן. אמר
 - פוסק. מאי טעמא? הללו - בלשון רבים שבמשנה תורהלא שנו אלא בקללות שבתורת כהנים, אבל קללות 

  אמורות, ומשה מפי הגבורה אמרן. והללו - בלשון יחיד אמורות, ומשה מפי עצמו אמרן.
ON FAST DAYS [THE PORTION OF] BLESSINGS AND CURSES IS READ, AND
THERE MUST BE NO BREAK IN [THE READING OF] THE CURSES. Whence is 
this rule derived? — R. Hiyya b. Gamda replied in the name of R. Assi: Because 
Scripture says, My son, despise not the chastening of the Lord. Resh Lakish said: It is
because a blessing should not be said for chastisement. How then is the reader to do? A 
Tanna taught: He commences his reading with a verse before them and concludes it with
a verse after them. Said Abaye: This rule was laid down only for the curses in Leviticus,
but in the curses in Deuteronomy a break may be made. What is the reason? — In the 
former Israel are addressed in the plural number and Moses uttered them on behalf of the
Almighty; in the latter Israel are addressed in the singular, and Moses uttered them in his
own name.   
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In both of these cases we see Nevi’im Rishonim referring to a law in  ספר תורת

 In both cases we find this law word for word in Sefer Debarim. The Nevi’im never .משה
refer to the books of Torah by the names we commonly use for them. Rather, they refer 
to Debarim as Sefer Torat Moshe. 

Why did the Nevi’im think only of Debarim as “Moshe’s teaching” if he wrote all 
five books?  
Because Debarim contains mostly Moshe’s own speeches. Of all the five books, Debarim 
is the most personally connected to Moshe. We can prove this from the following three 
observations: 

a. The first four books refer to Moshe in third person while Sefer Torah Moshe 
refers to Moshe in first person. Compare אלי לאמר' וידבר ה  in Debarim 2:17 to 
the usual אל משה לאמר' וידבר ה  used almost 100 times in the first four books. 

b. While in the first four books Moshe is usually repeating something told to him 
by Hashem, Debarim never says that these words were dictated to Moshe by 
Hashem. Abarbanel even says that Moshe composed these speeches by 
himself and only afterwards did Hashem command him to write down the 
speech and make it part of Humash. See source 3. 

c. Bavli Megilah 31b brings the opinion of Abaye that one may not call more 
that one person up to the Torah when reading the curses of Vayikra but one 
may split up the curses of Debarim. The reason given is that Moshe uttered 
the curses of Debarim in his own name. See source 4. 

 
3. In source 4, we find a third name for Sefer Debarim used by Hazal – משנה תורה.  
What does this name mean and why is it called that? 
This means the repetition of the Torah. This reflects the idea that Debarim is a repetition 
of Torah. Moshe here reviews some of the most important laws and ideas for the second 
generation that they will need as they go into Israel. The modern English name 
Deuteronomy comes from the Greek Septuagint name which is nothing other than a 
translation of the Hebrew משנה תורה. 
 
In class exercise. Go through each of the first four books from memory and see which 
stories and laws they have in common with Sefer Debarim. Write the results on the board 
as you go: 
Sefer Breishit - Sefer Debarim makes almost no mention of any of its stories: not the 
Creation, the Flood, the Avot, or the brothers. 
Sefer Shmot - We find only a few details of the Exodus & no details of the Mishkan. We 
do however find the story of Ma'amad Har Sinai & Chet Ha'egel. Some of the laws in 
Mishpatim are also found in Debarim. 
Sefer Vayikra - Debarim makes almost no mention of any of its Mitzvot. 
Sefer Bamidbar - Although some of its stories are mentioned, e.g. the Meraglim and 
defeating Sichon & Og, none of its Mitzvot are recorded. 
 

In fact, if we look through the contents of the first four book, relatively little is 
repeated here. Furthermore, there are many additions in Debarim not found in the other 
books and some of the laws which are repeated provide different details than those given 
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on the other books. משנה תורה is certainly not a summary of the first four books. Rather, 
Moshe gives a new perspective on some laws they have learned already or emphasizes 
ones that are most important. He may also be giving laws that he had received earlier but 
had not yet taught Bnei Yisrael, perhaps because they were not yet relevant. Most of the 
stories in Beresheet and Shemot were probably already well known and so Moshe did not 
have to repeat them. Moshe only repeats what needs emphasizing or updating. For 
example, in chapters 1-3 Moshe will repeat the commandment given to the first 
generation to go and inherit the land. This must be repeated because it was never fulfilled 
by the first generation and so the responsibility now falls on the second generation. An 
example of a law not mentioned previously are laws that dictate the behavior of a king. 
This law was not relevant to the first generation. An example of an updated law are all 
those related the expansion of the land like eating non-sacrificial meat and setting up 
extra cities of refuge. 
 

In sum, these three names set up for us a basic question about Sefer Debarim. The 
first name - ספר אלה הדברים - hints at the basic structure of the book as we will see in the 
next lesson is a collection of speeches. The other two names are reflective of two 
different aspects of the content of the Sefer. On the one hand this is Moshe’s book and it 
presents Moshe’s personal reflections and advice to this new generation. A new message 
for a new generation whom Moshe doesn’t want to make the same mistakes as the first 
generation. Therefore it is called ספר תורת משה. 

On the other hand, much of the speech is a repetition of laws found in the first 
four books; it is a משנה תורה. But if Moshe is repeating them then he is probably also 
emphasizing some aspect of it that was not obvious beforehand. So the speech is a 
combination of old and new. It repeats information form the first four books but Moshe 
adds a new perspective on them relevant to the second generation. In this sense Moshe 
Rabbenu is the quintessential Rabbi – applying the eternal messages of the Torah he 
received at Har Sinai and Ohel Mo’ed with the needs of the new generation standing 
before him. In a sense, the second generation represents us – every generation after the 
first who did not directly experience Har Sinai and must learn the laws from our teachers. 
We are as much Moshe’s audience as are the members of Bnei Yisrael standing before 
him. Let’s hear what he has to say. 


