
why is deuteronomy called the second
law
why is deuteronomy called the second law is a question that has intrigued biblical
scholars, theologians, and students of religious studies for centuries. The Book of
Deuteronomy holds a unique place in the Hebrew Bible and Christian Old Testament, often
described as a restatement or renewal of the laws given earlier in the Torah. This
designation as the "second law" relates to its function, content, and historical context
within the Pentateuch. Understanding why Deuteronomy is called the second law requires
an exploration of its origins, structure, and theological significance. This article will delve
into the reasons behind the title, examining the relationship between Deuteronomy and the
first law, its role in the covenantal framework, and its impact on subsequent religious
traditions. The discussion will also highlight key themes and distinctive features that set
Deuteronomy apart as a pivotal legal and moral text. Below is a detailed table of contents
outlining the main sections that will be covered.
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Historical Context of Deuteronomy
To understand why Deuteronomy is called the second law, it is essential to consider its
historical background. Deuteronomy is traditionally attributed to Moses and is positioned as
the fifth book of the Torah or Pentateuch. It is believed to have been written or compiled
during the late Bronze Age or early Iron Age, reflecting the period just before the Israelites
enter the Promised Land. The book functions as a series of speeches delivered by Moses to
the Israelites, reiterating and expanding upon the laws given previously in Exodus,
Leviticus, and Numbers.

Origins and Compilation
Scholars often suggest that Deuteronomy was compiled during the reign of King Josiah in
the 7th century BCE as part of religious reforms. This historical setting explains its
emphasis on centralizing worship in Jerusalem and purifying Israelite religion from idolatry.
The content of Deuteronomy reflects a renewed covenant between God and Israel, intended
to guide the people in their new life in Canaan. By revisiting and reinforcing the laws,



Deuteronomy serves as a legal and moral refresher for the community.

Relationship with Earlier Laws
The laws in Deuteronomy are closely related to those found in the earlier books of the
Torah, particularly Exodus and Leviticus. However, Deuteronomy presents these laws in a
more organized and pastoral manner, often providing additional commentary and
instructions. This relationship highlights why Deuteronomy is called the second law: it is not
an entirely new set of commandments but a renewed and restated version of the original
covenantal laws.

The Meaning of "Second Law"
The phrase "second law" (from the Greek "Deuteronomion," meaning "second law" or
"repetition of the law") directly refers to the nature of Deuteronomy as a restatement and
expansion of the laws previously given. This designation underscores the book's role as a
reaffirmation of the covenant and legal code for the Israelites.

Definition and Etymology
The name Deuteronomy itself translates to "second law." This title is derived from the
Septuagint, the ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, where the book is called
"Deuteronomion." It reflects the fact that the book contains a second or renewed
proclamation of the law. Unlike the original laws delivered at Mount Sinai, Deuteronomy
presents these laws anew, adapting them for the new generation about to enter the
Promised Land.

Purpose of the Second Law
Deuteronomy’s purpose as a second law is to remind the Israelites of their obligations to
God and to prepare them for life in a new context. The repetition serves to emphasize the
seriousness of the covenant and the need for obedience. It also serves a didactic function,
teaching the people how to live faithfully and justly in accordance with divine
commandments.

Structure and Content of Deuteronomy
The structure of Deuteronomy is unique compared to the other books of the Torah. It is
primarily composed of three long speeches by Moses, which include historical recaps, legal
instructions, and blessings and curses associated with covenantal adherence or
disobedience.



Three Main Speeches
The first speech recaps Israel’s journey and commands adherence to God’s law. The second
speech contains the core legal material, including laws on worship, social justice, and
governance. The third speech focuses on blessings and curses, stressing the consequences
of obedience or rebellion.

Key Legal Themes
Deuteronomy includes laws that emphasize:

Centralization of worship in one place

Social justice and care for the marginalized

The importance of loving and fearing God

Obedience to the covenant as the basis for prosperity

Leadership roles and responsibilities

These themes distinguish Deuteronomy’s legal corpus and explain its function as a
comprehensive restatement of the law.

Theological Significance of Deuteronomy
Deuteronomy’s theological importance extends beyond its legal content. It serves as a
covenant renewal document that shapes Israel’s identity and understanding of their
relationship with God. This theological framework is a key reason why Deuteronomy is
called the second law, as it reinforces and clarifies the obligations established in the first
law.

Covenant Renewal
The book is structured around the renewal of the covenant between Yahweh and Israel,
emphasizing faithfulness and the consequences of covenant breach. Deuteronomy presents
God as a covenantal God who demands exclusive loyalty and ethical conduct from His
people.

Monotheism and Worship
Deuteronomy strongly advocates for monotheism, urging the Israelites to worship only
Yahweh and reject idolatry. This theological insistence on centralized worship aligns with
the reforms seen during Josiah’s reign and demonstrates the book’s role in shaping Israel’s
religious identity.



Deuteronomy’s Role in Biblical Law
Within the broader biblical legal tradition, Deuteronomy functions as both a continuation
and a renewal of Mosaic Law. Its designation as the second law highlights its role in
consolidating and clarifying the covenantal laws for a new generation.

Influence on Later Biblical Texts
Deuteronomy’s laws and themes heavily influence later biblical writings, including the
historical books (Joshua, Judges, Kings), prophetic literature, and the New Testament. Its
emphasis on covenant faithfulness and social justice resonates throughout the biblical
canon.

Legal and Ethical Legacy
The book’s restatement of the law provides a foundation for Jewish legal tradition (Halakha)
and Christian ethical teaching. Its comprehensive approach to law, worship, and social
responsibility underlines its significance as the second law.

Summary of Key Reasons Deuteronomy is Called the
Second Law

It restates and renews the laws given earlier in the Torah.

It functions as a covenant renewal document for a new generation.

It centralizes worship and strengthens monotheistic emphasis.

It reflects historical religious reforms and societal needs.

Its Greek name literally means "second law" or "repetition of the law."

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is Deuteronomy referred to as the 'Second Law' in
the Bible?
Deuteronomy is called the 'Second Law' because it restates and elaborates on the laws
given earlier in the Torah, particularly those in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, serving as
a renewed covenant and instruction for the Israelites before entering the Promised Land.



What does the term 'Deuteronomy' mean and how does
it relate to the 'Second Law'?
The term 'Deuteronomy' comes from the Greek words 'deuteros' meaning 'second' and
'nomos' meaning 'law,' reflecting that this book is essentially a repetition or second giving
of the law to the Israelites.

How does Deuteronomy differ from the laws given in
Exodus and Leviticus?
Deuteronomy repeats many of the laws from earlier books but does so in the form of
speeches by Moses, emphasizing covenant renewal, obedience, and the importance of
loving God, often providing more detailed explanations and applications.

Why was there a need for a 'Second Law' as presented
in Deuteronomy?
The 'Second Law' was necessary to remind the new generation of Israelites of God's
commandments and covenant before entering the Promised Land, reinforcing obedience
and faithfulness after 40 years of wandering in the desert.

Is Deuteronomy considered a separate law or a
summary of previous laws?
Deuteronomy is considered both a summary and a restatement of previous laws, designed
to renew the covenant and highlight key principles for the Israelites' future life and
governance.

How does the concept of the 'Second Law' in
Deuteronomy affect Jewish and Christian theology?
In both Jewish and Christian traditions, Deuteronomy's role as the 'Second Law' underscores
the importance of covenant renewal, faithfulness, and moral obedience, influencing legal,
ethical, and spiritual teachings.

What is the significance of Moses delivering the laws
again in Deuteronomy?
Moses delivering the laws again symbolizes a reaffirmation of the covenant, preparing the
Israelites spiritually and legally to live in the Promised Land, emphasizing remembrance
and commitment.

Are there any unique laws in Deuteronomy that are not
found in the earlier books?
Yes, Deuteronomy contains some unique laws and regulations, such as those concerning



centralization of worship in one place, leadership, and social justice, tailored to the
community's life in the Promised Land.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding Deuteronomy: The Second Law Explained
This book offers a comprehensive analysis of why Deuteronomy is referred to as the
"Second Law." It explores the historical context and the unique features that distinguish it
from the earlier laws given in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. Readers will gain insight into
its role in reaffirming and expanding the Mosaic covenant.

2. The Theology of Deuteronomy: Law and Covenant
Focusing on the theological significance, this work explains how Deuteronomy serves as a
restatement and interpretation of the Law for a new generation. It highlights the covenantal
themes and the emphasis on obedience and loyalty to God, which justify its label as the
"Second Law."

3. Deuteronomy in Biblical Tradition: Revisiting the Law
This book traces the development of Deuteronomy within the biblical canon and its
relationship to earlier legal codes. It discusses why ancient Israelites might have viewed it
as a renewal or second giving of the Law, intended to guide them in a new phase of their
history.

4. The Second Law: Deuteronomy’s Role in Israelite Society
Examining the social and religious reforms introduced in Deuteronomy, this title explains
how it functioned as a "Second Law" to address issues that arose after the initial covenant.
It sheds light on its role in shaping Israelite identity and governance during the conquest
and settlement periods.

5. From Sinai to Moab: The Journey to the Second Law
This narrative-driven book details the transition from the laws given at Sinai to those
presented in Deuteronomy on the plains of Moab. It provides context for the renaming of
Deuteronomy as the "Second Law," emphasizing the continuity and renewal of divine
commands.

6. Deuteronomy and the Law: A Critical Study
Offering a scholarly critique, this book analyzes the language, structure, and purpose of
Deuteronomy in comparison to earlier legal texts. It argues that the designation "Second
Law" reflects its function as both a restatement and a reinterpretation of the Mosaic Law.

7. The Second Law in the Pentateuch: Deuteronomy’s Unique Voice
This study highlights the distinctive features of Deuteronomy within the Pentateuch and
explains why it is often called the "Second Law." The author explores its sermonic style,
emphasis on centralization of worship, and the role of Moses as a prophet reiterating the
Law.

8. Deuteronomy: The Law Rewritten for a New Generation
Focusing on the pedagogical nature of Deuteronomy, this book explains how the text
serves as a renewal of the covenant for the Israelites poised to enter the Promised Land. It
discusses how this renewal justifies the title "Second Law" as a fresh presentation of God’s



commands.

9. The Second Law and Its Legacy: Deuteronomy’s Impact on Judaism and Christianity
This work explores the long-term influence of Deuteronomy as the "Second Law" on Jewish
and Christian traditions. It examines how its themes of law, morality, and covenant have
shaped religious thought and practice throughout history.
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