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1.  This is the first Sidra of the last of the Five Books of the Torah and, as with each of the  
יםשִׁ מָ חוּ  , this Sidra, too, gives its name to its whole   ּשׁ מָ חו .  Almost the entire Sefer 

Devorrim is made up of the speeches that Mosheh our Teacher delivered to the Jewish 
People in the last thirty-six days of his life on earth.  In these speeches, Mosheh reviews the 
events of our Deliverance from Egypt and our travels through the Wilderness to the borders 
of Eretz Yisroel.  In addition, he repeats all the Mitzvos of the Torah (with one notable 
exception — see  SIDRA OF THE WEEK :   ְּיינַ ר סִ הַ ב ) sometimes explaining at greater length 
some details of some of the Mitzvos as they were taught to him by HaShem when they 
were originally commanded at Sinai.  For this reason, the Sefer Devorrim is known also as 
“Mishneh Torah,” that is, “the repeating of the Torah.” 

2.  In the Plains of Mo’av, on the east of the River Jordan, facing the city of Yericho, within 
sight of the Promised Land, Mosheh our Teacher speaks to the entire assembled Jewish 
People.  With the full knowledge that he himself will not be permitted to come with us into 
Eretz Yisroel, he bids us to take courage and be strong, for HaShem is with us always and, 
under our new leader Yehoshua bin Noone, we will pass over the River Jordan and take 
possession of the Land promised by HaShem to our forefathers, Avrohom, Yitzchok and 
Yaakov.  Faithful and compassionate leader that he is, Mosheh our Teacher is fully aware of 
our deep anxieties about the new era that is about to open when we will pass over into 
Eretz Yisroel and he bids us to keep our faith in HaShem always.  Making oblique reference 
to those occasions when we rebelled against HaShem or questioned His word, Mosheh 
rebukes us for our lack of trust and for testing HaShem in the past and he warns us to be 
loyal to HaShem so that everything will be well with us in the future. 

3. Mosheh reminds us how after we received the Torah from HaShem at Mount Sinai, there 
occurred — so soon afterwards — the shameful episode caused by our having too much 
gold.  As a result, we had been obliged to stay at Mount Sinai a while longer till we had 
made the Mishkan and its sacred furniture.  Then, with this Sanctuary of HaShem in our 
midst demonstrating how HaShem had taken us back again, we were given the order to 
make for Eretz Yisroel.  Preparatory to our making ready to take possession of the Land, 
after receiving approval from HaShem for the idea originally put forward by Yisro (Mosheh’s 
father-in-law) Mosheh had called for wise and understanding men to share with him the 
burdens of office, the better to facilitate the smooth and fair function of the government of 
the People in their new Land.  Mosheh, while wryly reminding us how we only too readily 
agreed to this proposal (almost as if we had hoped to exert some influence over these new 
delegates) reviews the basic laws and conditions, as well as the qualities and character, 
necessary in those who would govern the People: the responsibility is great, for, says 
Mosheh, judgement belongs to HaShem.  A human judge must always see himself as a 
partner with the omnipresent Supreme Judge Himself, and He will exact severe retribution 
for negligence in his duties.  These administrative arrangements of the Nation thus 
completed, we had then set out on our travels from Mount Sinai, guided by HaShem’s 
Pillar of Cloud.  In three days we had covered almost 150 miles through the great and 
fearsome desert — a journey that ordinarily would take at least eleven days — for HaShem 
wished us to take possession of Eretz Yisroel soon.  We came to Kodesh Barne’a, to the 
south of Eretz Yisroel, ready to enter the Land and repossess it from the Kenaanites. 
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4. Mosheh reminds the people that it was at Kodesh Barne’a that they had clamoured for him 
to send men to ascertain that the Land that HaShem had promised was in fact a good land, 
suited to the special character and needs of each of the Tribes, and to advise how to take it. 
This lack of trust in HaShem had shown once again that that generation was not worthy of 
HaShem’s goodness, and this was finally proved when the spies had returned with their 
report and the people had moaned bitterly about their imagined fate.  As a result of this 
treachery, HaShem had decreed that they would indeed not take possession of the Land.  It 
would be their children — the people whom Mosheh was now addressing — who would 
enter Eretz Yisroel after the men of that first generation had died out.  Thus it was that the 
Jewish People had had to remain in the Wilderness for altogether forty years. 

5.  Mosheh reminds the people how when they had heard of HaShem’s anger they had 
acknowledged their sin — but did not accept their punishment (in itself a sign of their 
insubordination and showing how they had not repented from their rebelliousness).  Then, 
in defiance of HaShem’s decree and despite Mosheh’s warnings to them, some of them had 
made a determined effort to make for Eretz Yisroel through the Emorite highlands.  But 
HaShem was not with them, and the Emorites had come down and pursued them and 
struck them down.   

6. They had stayed at Kodesh Barne’a for altogether nineteen years.  Then, at the direction of 
HaShem, the people had turned southeast, away from Eretz Yisroel, towards the Reed Sea 
(today’s Gulf of Aqaba) and skirted round the Land of Se’ir, from the west to the east, along 
its southern border, and then gone northwards until they had come to the Land of Mo’av, 
far to the east of Eretz Yisroel.  They had had to go round the Lands of Se’ir (that is, Edom, 
which is Aysov) and Mo’av for these peoples had refused us permission to go through their 
lands and HaShem had commanded that they were not to be provoked to war for their 
lands had been given to them by Him and we were not to take anything from them: They 
were exercising their sovereign rights in refusing us permission to pass through their lands, 
and thus we had to pass by our brothers, the people of Aysov who dwelled in the Highlands 
of Se’ir.  We had then headed north, along the Arava Valley, starting out from Aylas and 
Etzyon Gever in the south and journeyed up through the desert lands on the east of the 
Land of Mo’av.  (Originally, these lands had been inhabited by mighty peoples and gigantic, 
fearsome tribes, but the Mo’avites had driven them out, as had the descendants of Aysov 
driven out the Chorites from Se’ir and lived there after them, as indeed we were to do to 
those who, in our absence, had settled unlawfully in the Land given to us by HaShem.)  

7. Thirty-eight years had now passed since leaving Kodesh Barne’a.  All the men of the 
generation that had provoked HaShem and tested Him had died out.  We had travelled 
through the wilderness and round the lands of Aysov and Mo’av.  After that, HaShem had 
directed that we cross the Brook of Zerred (today’s Wadi el-Hesa) and continue northwards, 
with the reminder that we were not to attack the Mo’avites nor to provoke the Ammonites 
whose territories were to the north of the Brook of Zerred (the land of Ammon was to the 
north of the land of Mo’av) for these were their lands given to them by HaShem. (Here, too, 
a fearsome race of giants had settled and HaShem had driven these out so that the 
Ammonites, of the descendants of Lot, should take possession of this territory, much the 
same, in fact, as had occurred with the peoples of Mo’av and Aysov.)  After we had crossed 
the Brook of Zerred and gone round the east of the land of Ammon, HaShem had directed 
that we continue northwards and cross the River Arnon and its valley (today’s River Mujib, 
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on the east side of the Dead Sea, opposite to Ayn Gedi).  We had now come within a few 
miles of the territories previously taken from Mo’av and, more recently, those lands taken 
from Ammon, by Si’chon, the king of the Emorites, and now held by him. 

8. Mosheh recounts how he had made overtures of peace and sent messengers to Si’chon, at 
Cheshbon (today’s Hesban, approximately twenty-five miles north of the River Arnon) 
asking for his permission that we pass through the eastern territory near the River Jordan 
now held by him, and thus into Eretz Yisroel.  Si’chon had refused, and instead had come 
out to do battle with us at Yahatz (today’s Jalul of Khirbet el-Teim, approximately seven 
miles south of Cheshbon and some fifteen miles east of the Dead Sea’s northern end).  But 
whereas Mo’av and our brother Aysov were within their rights to refuse us permission to 
pass through their lands (even if it was spiteful of them) Si’chon, the king of the Emorites 
had no such G-d-given rights over the lands he had taken from the descendants of Shem 
(the Emorites were a Chommite people) and HaShem gave him into our hands and we 
vanquished him and all his fighting men and we took all the lands that he held.  (This 
included also some territory that he had taken previously from Mo’av and from Ammon and 
which was now allowed to us as we had taken it from Si’chon.)  Thus all the territory on the 
east of the Jordan (today’s Kingdom of Jordan) then became ours: from the River Arnon 
(which had once marked the strong southern border of the country of Ammon: Si’chon had 
therefore not been able to take this part of the country of Ammon when he had conquered 
Mo’av) and the regions and towns surrounding Cheshbon northwards and past the region 
of the River Yabbok (a tributary of the River Jordan) but excluding the highlands and towns 
to the east which still belonged to the people of Ammon, as HaShem had commanded. 

9. We had then continued further north towards the Boshon region, for this too had been 
designated by HaShem as part of our Land.  Then Og, the king of Boshon came out with all 
his fighting men to do battle with us at Edre’i (today’s Der’a).  Mosheh recounts for us how 
once again HaShem gave us victory over this ogre, too, and we took all the lands that were 
under him, including many fortified cities and numerous open towns.  Thus, all the lands 
on the east bank of the River Jordan became ours, from the River Arnon in the south, till 
Mount Chermon in the north. 

10. Mosheh reminds us how these lands had been requested by the Tribes of Gad and Re’uven 
and had been given to them, and to some of the Tribe of Menasheh, as their portion, on the 
condition that they do not actually settle there properly until all the other Tribes will have 
re-possessed their territory on the west of the River Jordan, too.  As for the miraculous way 
in which we had conquered the mighty Si’chon and Og and all their fighting men and 
taken their territories, Mosheh tells Yehoshua that this should be an encouragement to 
him, and to the Jewish People as a whole.  For in the same way that HaShem had helped 
them overcome these two fearsome kings, so will he help them to overcome the 
inhabitants of the Land and their kings.  There is no need to fear them, says Mosheh, for 
HaShem fights for us. 
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This Haftorah is from Chapter 1 of Sefer Yeshayohu, verses 1 — 27.  
 
1. This Haftorah is the third of the three Haftorahs of Warning and Rebuke and is always 

read on the Shabbos before Tisha b’Av, the anniversary of the Destruction of the Beis 
HaMikdash.  In this Haftorah, Yeshayohu chastises the Jewish people of his day for their 
rebellion against HaShem.  But this rebellion is not a rebellion in the usual sense, where 
a group of people rise up to dethrone a king or depose a ruler.  Rather, this rebellion 
consists of the various offences against HaShem’s Torah that are so fiercely criticised by 
Yeshayohu.  With his prophetic eye looking into the future, Yeshayohu warns the people 
that he sees Eretz Yisroel desolated, its towns burned to the ground, its produce 
expropriated by the invader, the Beis HaMikdash in ruins.   

2. He rebukes the people as being ungrateful to HaShem for all that He has done for them 
and for their refusal to accept their responsibilities as HaShem’s People.  “See, heaven 
and earth, how I have reared children and raised them high, but they have rebelled 
against Me!  Even an ox knows its owner; even a donkey knows its master.  Yet Yisroel 
doesn’t want to know Me any more, My People refuse to understand what is expected of 
them and they rebel against Me!”  It was this rebellion against the Torah that would lead 
to the fall of the Jewish state, to the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash and to the exile of 
the People from their Land, calamities that Yeshayohu, by rousing the people to better 
their ways, tried so hard to avert.   

3. Yeshayohu rebukes the people for their mechanical rituals, empty of any feeling: “Hear 
the word of HaShem, you selfish princes of S’dom!  Listen to the instruction by HaShem, 
you self-seeking people of Amora!  Do I then want your numerous sacrifices, brought 
without sincerity?  You oppress the weak and then come to My Temple to bring 
sacrifices!  Do you imagine that your sham Divine Service pleases Me?  You come on 
pilgrimage to My Sanctuary — but if you ignore the rights of the oppressed, do you think 
I care for you to come trampling with your muddy boots in My Holy Palace?  Who asked 
this of you?  Not I!  I don’t want your insincere offerings; I reject your sacrifices, your 
prayers, your petitions for blessing, because your hands are stained with the blood of 
innocent people who have been wronged!  Cease your exploitation of the weak and 
vulnerable, put a halt to your bribery and corruption!  Instead, train yourselves to do 
good!  Seek justice for the wronged, relieve the oppressed from their burdens, defend the 
unprotected orphan, fight for the defenceless widow!” 

4. This Haftorah is read just before Tisha b’Av so as to bring to mind our duties and as an 
exhortation to us that we should improve our ways.  The result will be that the exiles of 
the Jewish People will be gathered back again into our Holy Land, to live again in security 
under the sovereignty of HaShem and in obedience to His Torah, with the Beis 
HaMikdash rebuilt and functioning as in the days of yore. 

5. The fiery denunciation of the Jewish People by Yeshayohu — and indeed by other 
Nevi’im, too — calls for a word of explanation.  Despite the sweeping condemnation by 
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the Nevi’im of the whole Jewish Nation, by no means was the whole of the Jewish People 
guilty of the offences that he criticises.  To be sure, there were some people who were 
bad, and there were even people in high positions who were guilty of wrongdoing.  But 
they were only a tiny proportion of the Nation as a whole.  Nevertheless, the very fact that 
such people are tolerated in our midst does implicate us all, for if we tolerate wrongdoing 
we thereby condone it — and that is the complaint of the Novvi.  Wrongdoing must not 
have a home in the Jewish People!  Even a small number of wrongdoers taints the whole 
Nation. 

6. To our ears, the language of the Novvi might sometimes seem to be very harsh, giving 
rise perhaps to the thought that some of the wrongdoing must have been very bad indeed 
to have evoked such severe criticism.  Yet we have to remember that the Nevi’im did not 
mince their words and in addition they often spoke with deliberately attention-grabbing 
dramatic effect, too.  If they saw something wrong, or if they heard of some shameful 
episode that reflected badly on the whole Nation, they spoke out fearlessly.  Indeed, 
sometimes the wrongdoing was known only to HaShem and He told the Novvi to speak 
out.  But in the same way that a stranger who listens behind the door while a father 
shouts at his son is bound to think to himself that the son must have done something 
really terrible to deserve such a telling-off, the fact is that the father speaks so harshly, not 
so much because the offence was so grave but more because the father knows the great 
potential of his son and that he expects so much more from him.  So, too, is it with our 
Nevi’im.  They know, as does HaShem Whose spokesmen they are, the great goodness of 
the Jewish People — and that makes the disappointment all the greater.   

7. In much the same way, the modern-day constant, carping criticism by the Nations of the 
World of Jewish people (and of those entities which they see as Jewish) about things that 
they do (yet which they do not see as a fault in other peoples — after all, the same 
criticism can be levelled at others for very much the same things, or even worse, but 
never is) shows that the Nations of the World do indeed expect a higher standard of 
conduct from the Jewish People.  In this light, the anti-Semitism (or Jew-hatred) that lies 
at the root of much of this criticism is in itself a back-handed compliment because it is 
an acknowledgement of the higher standard that is expected of us.  There is no intention 
here to whitewash any wrongdoings; it’s just to put things in proper perspective.  That is, 
because of our antecedents we have a greater potential to be an ennobling influence in 
the world and our Nevi’im therefore demand more from us, as indeed does HaShem 
Himself, too.  And in their own curious way, so too do the Nations of the World (united 
or not) expect more from us, whom they privately acknowledge as “G-d’s Own People.” 

8. Together with their harsh words of rebuke and warning, our Nevi’im always brought 
from HaShem a message of reconciliation and in this Haftorah are some of the most 
touching words of forgiveness.  “Come, let us reason together,” says HaShem to his 
wayward People, “I tell you that even if your sins be as scarlet, if you will repent of your 
bad ways I will obliterate any trace of wrongdoing and you will be as white as new wool!  
If you be willing to obey Me, I will give to you to enjoy the best of the land!  I will purify 
you and remove all your dross.  Your capital city will once again be recognized as the City 
of Righteousness, the City of Faith in G-d!  The Jewish People, driven into exile, will be 
redeemed from their exile in the merit of their justice and care for the poor and the 
disadvantaged and in the merit of righteousness her lost ones will be returned home.” 
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