
why is deuteronomy called the second law

why is deuteronomy called the second law is a question that arises frequently among students of the

Bible, theologians, and scholars interested in the structure and content of the Pentateuch.

Deuteronomy holds a unique place in the Old Testament, often regarded as a restatement or

reaffirmation of the laws given earlier in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. This article

explores the reasons behind its title as the "Second Law," examining its historical context, linguistic

meaning, and theological significance. Additionally, it will delve into the content differences between

Deuteronomy and the earlier law codes, shedding light on why this book was necessary for the

Israelites at that stage of their journey. Understanding why Deuteronomy is called the second law

helps clarify its role in biblical canon and its lasting impact on religious teachings. The discussion will

also include an overview of the structure of Deuteronomy and how it serves as both a repetition and a

reinterpretation of the Mosaic Law.
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Historical Context of Deuteronomy

The book of Deuteronomy is traditionally dated to the period when the Israelites were preparing to



enter the Promised Land, following their long journey through the wilderness. This historical context is

essential to understanding why Deuteronomy is called the second law. It represents a moment of

reflection and renewal for the Israelites, as Moses addresses the new generation who were about to

take possession of Canaan. The laws and commandments are restated to ensure continuity and

obedience amidst new challenges and circumstances. The historical setting also highlights the

transitional nature of Deuteronomy—it serves as a bridge between the wilderness wanderings and the

settled life that awaited the Israelites.

Israelites' Journey and the Wilderness Period

During the wilderness period, the Israelites received various laws and instructions primarily through the

books of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. These laws governed religious rituals, social behavior, and

civil regulations. As the people approached the borders of the Promised Land, it became necessary to

reaffirm and adapt these laws to the new context. Deuteronomy reflects this need, providing a

summary and reinterpretation of the earlier laws with an emphasis on covenant loyalty and obedience.

Moses’ Final Speeches

Deuteronomy is structured around a series of speeches delivered by Moses before his death. These

speeches serve both as a reminder and a call to faithfulness, reinforcing the importance of adhering to

the covenant. Understanding this purpose explains why the book revisits the law in a comprehensive

manner, earning its title as the "Second Law."

The Meaning Behind "Second Law"

The title "Deuteronomy" itself derives from the Greek word "Deuteronomion," meaning "second law" or

"repetition of the law." This designation reflects the book’s nature as a restatement of the Mosaic Law.

The concept of a “second law” does not imply a replacement or contradiction but rather a reaffirmation

and elaboration of the original commandments given to the Israelites.



Origin of the Term "Second Law"

In the Septuagint, the ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, the book was named

"Deuteronomion," highlighting its function as a second presentation of the law. This term contrasts it

with the initial giving of the law at Mount Sinai described primarily in Exodus and Leviticus. The

Hebrew name for the book is "Devarim," meaning "words," emphasizing Moses’ speeches rather than

the legal code itself, but the Greek title became more popular in Christian traditions.

Implications of Being the "Second Law"

Being called the second law suggests a pedagogical and covenantal role for Deuteronomy. It was

designed to instruct a new generation, reminding them of God’s requirements and the blessings and

curses tied to obedience and disobedience. This repetition also allowed for the laws to be

contextualized for the Israelites’ imminent life in the land, adapting to different social and political

realities than those faced during the wilderness period.

Content and Structure of Deuteronomy

Deuteronomy is structured as a series of discourses by Moses, which include historical recapitulation,

legal restatement, and covenant renewal. Its content covers a wide range of topics, from worship and

social justice to leadership and warfare. This organization supports its function as a second law,

offering both continuity and fresh emphasis on certain principles.

Overview of the Book’s Structure

The book can be divided into three main speeches followed by Moses’ final blessings and death. The

first speech recounts the history of Israel’s journey, the second restates the laws, and the third focuses

on covenant obligations and warnings. This format helps to reinforce the lessons and laws in a

comprehensive manner.



Key Legal Themes in Deuteronomy

Covenant Loyalty: Emphasizes exclusive worship of Yahweh and faithfulness.

Social Justice: Commands care for the poor, widows, orphans, and foreigners.

Centralization of Worship: Directs worship to a single sanctuary.

Leadership and Authority: Instructions for kings, priests, and judges.

Blessings and Curses: Outlines consequences for obedience and disobedience.

Theological Significance of Deuteronomy

Deuteronomy’s role as the second law extends beyond legal repetition to profound theological

implications. It shapes Israel’s understanding of God’s covenant, justice, and the relationship between

divine authority and human responsibility. The book also influences later Jewish and Christian thought

significantly.

Covenant Renewal and Relationship with God

Deuteronomy makes clear that the law is not merely a set of rules but a framework for a covenant

relationship. The repeated call to love and obey God underscores the personal and communal nature

of this covenant. This theological focus explains why the laws are restated with renewed emphasis and

why Deuteronomy is pivotal in biblical theology.



Influence on Later Religious Traditions

The themes and laws in Deuteronomy echo throughout the rest of the Old Testament and into the New

Testament. Its emphasis on the heart’s obedience and social justice informs prophetic literature and

Jesus’ teachings. Understanding why Deuteronomy is called the second law helps trace this continuity

and development in religious ethics and doctrine.

Comparison with the First Law

The first law, primarily contained in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, lays the foundational legal code

for Israel. Deuteronomy revisits this code with differences that reflect its unique purpose and context.

Comparing the two helps explain why Deuteronomy is distinctively known as the second law.

Differences in Presentation and Emphasis

While the first law includes detailed ritual and legal prescriptions, Deuteronomy often presents laws in

a more general or summarized form. It emphasizes the moral and covenantal aspects more strongly,

focusing on obedience motivated by love and fear of God rather than purely ritualistic compliance. This

shift highlights the book’s role in preparing the people for a new phase of national life.

Reasons for the Restatement

The restatement serves several purposes:

To remind a new generation of the covenant obligations.1.

To adapt the laws to life in the Promised Land.2.

To reinforce the centralization of worship and societal justice.3.



To solidify Moses’ leadership legacy and final instructions.4.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is Deuteronomy referred to as the 'Second Law'?

Deuteronomy is called the 'Second Law' because it revisits and restates the laws given earlier in the

Torah, particularly those in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, serving as a renewal and reaffirmation of

the covenant before entering the Promised Land.

What does the term 'Deuteronomy' mean in relation to the 'Second

Law'?

The term 'Deuteronomy' comes from the Greek words 'deuteros' meaning 'second' and 'nomos'

meaning 'law,' reflecting its nature as a repetition or second giving of the law to the Israelites.

How does Deuteronomy differ from the original laws in the Torah?

Deuteronomy restates many laws with additional explanations, emphasizes covenant loyalty, and

adapts the laws to the new context of the Israelites preparing to enter Canaan, making it both a

repetition and a reinterpretation.

Is Deuteronomy a complete repetition of the first laws?

No, Deuteronomy is not a verbatim repetition; it selectively reviews and expands upon key laws and

teachings, highlighting their importance and applying them to the Israelites' current situation.

Why was there a need for a 'Second Law' in Deuteronomy?

The 'Second Law' was necessary to remind and prepare the new generation of Israelites for life in the



Promised Land, ensuring they understood and committed to the covenant and its laws.

How does Deuteronomy emphasize covenant renewal compared to

earlier books?

Deuteronomy places strong emphasis on covenant renewal through speeches by Moses, exhorting

obedience, love for God, and loyalty, framing the law within a relational covenant context.

What role does Moses play in the 'Second Law' of Deuteronomy?

Moses acts as the mediator and teacher who delivers the 'Second Law,' reviewing the commandments

and covenant terms to the Israelites before his death and their entry into Canaan.

Are the laws in Deuteronomy still relevant in modern religious

practice?

Yes, many laws and principles in Deuteronomy continue to influence Jewish and Christian teachings,

emphasizing ethics, worship, and social justice.

How does understanding Deuteronomy as the 'Second Law' help in

biblical studies?

Recognizing Deuteronomy as the 'Second Law' helps scholars understand its role in reinforcing and

interpreting earlier laws, its historical context, and its theological emphasis on covenant and obedience.

Additional Resources

1. Deuteronomy: The Second Law Explained

This book offers an in-depth exploration of why Deuteronomy is referred to as the "Second Law." It

examines the historical and theological context in which the book was written, highlighting its role as a

restatement and expansion of the laws given in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. The author discusses



how Deuteronomy serves as a covenant renewal document for the Israelites.

2. Understanding Deuteronomy: The Law Revisited

Focusing on the structure and content of Deuteronomy, this volume explains its purpose as a

reaffirmation of the Mosaic Law. It provides insights into the unique style of Deuteronomy, emphasizing

Moses' speeches and the call for Israel’s obedience. The book also addresses the significance of the

"second law" in the broader biblical narrative.

3. The Second Law: Deuteronomy’s Role in the Torah

This scholarly work delves into the place of Deuteronomy within the Pentateuch, analyzing why it is

often labeled the "Second Law." It highlights the differences and similarities between Deuteronomy and

the earlier laws, showing how it reflects a new stage in Israel’s religious development. The book also

discusses the implications for Jewish law and tradition.

4. Deuteronomy and the Covenant Renewal

Exploring the theme of covenant renewal, this book explains why Deuteronomy is seen as a

restatement of the law given at Sinai. It discusses the historical setting of the book, likely written during

the Israelites’ preparation to enter Canaan, and how it reinforces obedience and faithfulness. The

author provides commentary on key passages that illustrate the "second law" concept.

5. Why Deuteronomy is Called the Second Law: Historical Perspectives

This text provides a historical analysis of the term "Second Law" as it relates to Deuteronomy. It

examines ancient Near Eastern legal traditions and how Deuteronomy fits into this context. The book

also covers scholarly debates about the authorship and compilation of Deuteronomy.

6. The Law Twice Given: A Study of Deuteronomy

This book explores the idea of the law being given twice in the Pentateuch, with Deuteronomy serving

as the second giving. It focuses on the literary and theological motivations behind this repetition. The

author argues that Deuteronomy’s restatement serves to adapt the law for a new generation and

situation.



7. Deuteronomy: The Second Law and its Theological Significance

This volume investigates the theological reasons why Deuteronomy is called the "Second Law." It

highlights themes such as covenant loyalty, blessings and curses, and the centralization of worship.

The book provides a detailed theological framework that helps readers understand the book’s unique

role.

8. From Sinai to Moab: The Second Law in Deuteronomy

Tracing the journey of the Israelites, this book explains how Deuteronomy functions as a legal and

moral guide on the plains of Moab. It discusses the significance of the "second law" as Moses

prepares the people for life in the Promised Land. The author also explains how the book reflects both

continuity and renewal in Israelite law.

9. Deuteronomy’s Second Law: Restatement and Renewal in Israelite Tradition

This work focuses on the dual aspects of Deuteronomy as both a restatement of earlier laws and a

renewal of the covenant relationship. It examines the literary style, historical background, and religious

significance of the book. The author highlights how Deuteronomy’s designation as the "Second Law"

underscores its role in shaping Israel’s identity.
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