Sefer Devarim: From Backyard Minyanim to the Beit Ha-Mikdash

Mixed Messages?
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Devarim 17:14-15: When thou art come to the land which the Lord thy God gives thee, and shalt
possess it, and shalt dwell in it, and shalt say, I will set a king over me, like all the nations that are
about me; then thou mayst appoint a king over thee, whom the Lord thy God shall choose: one
from among thy brethren shalt thou set as king over thee: thou mayst not set a stranger over thee,
who is not thy brother!.
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Shoftim 8:23: And Gideon said to them, I shall not rule over you and my son shall not
rule over you; G-d shall rule over you.
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Shemuel I 8:5-9: and said to him, Behold, thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways: now
make us a king to judge us like all the nations. But the thing displeased Shemu’el when they said,
Give us a king to judge us. And Shemu'’el prayed to the Lord. And the Lord said to Shemu’el,
Hearken to the voice of the people in all that they say to thee: for they have not rejected thee, but
they have rejected me, that I should not reign over them. According to all the deeds which they
have done since the day that I brought them up out of Mizrayim, and to this day, in that they
have forsaken me, and served other gods, so they also do to thee.
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Tosefta Sanhedrin (4:5): And so R” Yehuda says, Israel was commanded in three mitzvos upon
entering the land: to appoint a king, to build the Temple (lit. ‘Chosen House”) and to cut off the
progeny of Amalek. If so, why were they punished? Because they were too early. R. Nehorai says,
this chapter was only said in response to their complaint, as it says “and you shall say I will
appoint over me a king”...R. Elazar b. R’ Yossi says, the elders of the generation asked properly
for they said “Give us a king to judge us”...but the rabble amongst them erred, as it says, “and
we shall be like all the nations and our king will judge us and go out before us (in war)”.

"Translations from the Koren Jerusalem Bible (with modifications), accessed via Sefaria.
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Rambam (Laws of Kings 1:2): Since appointing a king is a Mitzvah, why was G-d displeased
when they requested a king from Shemuel? Since they asked with contempt, and they did not ask
in order to fulfil the mitzvah but rather because they were sick of Shemuel the Prophet, as it says,
‘For not you have they despised but Me they have despised’.
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Ramban (Genesis 49:10): For requesting a king at that time was abominable to G-d...because
Shemuel was a leader and a prophet and was fighting their wars by the word of G-d and saving
them, and they should not have requested a king in his days...
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Meiri Horiyot 11b: But it appears to me otherwise, for they did not ask until Shemuel was old
and appointed his sons who were not fitting... Rather, it appears that since the kingship was
given to the tribe of Judah, it could be that there was no one from the tribe of Judah who was
fit to rule at that time, and it was only appropriate to appoint as the first king an exceptionally
worthy and excellent person, and it distressed the prophet that the request was not delayed
until someone from Judah emerged who was fit to rule.
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Rabenu Meyuchas: It was revealed before Him that they would eventually demand [a king]
themselves, so he preempted them and commanded them the law of the king, and so with
the [law of] the beautiful woman, and so with prophets.
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Ha’amek Davar (Netziv): For the way a country operates varies depending if it operates based
on the will of a monarchy or based on the will of the people and their representatives. And some
countries cannot swallow the monarchical will, and there are some countries which, without a
king are like a ship without a captain. And this (setting the political system for Israel) cannot be
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done by the force of a mitzvah. For when it comes to leading the collective, it pertains to matters
of mortal danger which pushes off positive commandments. Therefore, it is impossible to
command absolutely to appoint a king as long as the people haven't agreed to accept the yoke of
a king because they see surrounding countries functioning more properly. Then, there is mitzvah
for the Sanhedrin to appoint a king.
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Shemuel II 7:2-13: And it came to pass, when the king sat in his house, and the Lord had given
him rest round about from all his enemies; that the king said to Natan the prophet, See now, I
dwell in a house of cedar, but the ark of God dwells within curtain. And Natan said to the king,
Go, do all that is in thy heart; for the Lord is with thee. And it came to pass that night, that the
word of the Lord came to Natan, saying, Go and tell my servant David, Thus says the Lord, shalt
thou build me a house for me to dwell in? For I have not dwelt in any house since that time that
I brought up the children of Yisra’el out of Mizrayim, even to this day, but I have walked in a tent
and in a tabernacle. In all the places where I have walked with all the children of Yisra'el, did I
speak a word with any of the rulers of Yisra'el, whom I commanded as shepherds of my people
Yisra’el, saying, Why do you not build me a house of cedar?...And when the days are fulfilled,
and thou shalt sleep with thy fathers, I will set up thy seed after thee, who shall issue from within
you, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will make firm
the throne of his kingdom for ever.
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Chagai 1:2-8: Thus speaks the Lord of hosts, saying, This people say, The time is not come, the
time that the Lord’s house should be built. Then the word of the Lord came by Haggay the
prophet, saying, Is it time for you, yourselves, to dwell in your well timbered houses, whilst this
house lies waste? Now therefore thus says the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways. You have sown
much, and bring in little; you eat, but you have not enough; you drink, but you are not filled with
drink; you clothe yourselves, but no one is warm; and he that earns wages earns wages to put
them into a bag with holes. Thus says the Lord of hosts; Consider your ways. Go up to the
mountain, and bring wood, and build the house; and I will take pleasure in it, and I will be
glorified, says the Lord.

Choice or Destiny?
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Mechilta (Bo): Until the land of Israel was chosen, all the lands were fit for [Divine]
communications; once the land of Israel was chosen, all the other lands were excluded...Until
Jerusalem was chosen, the entire land of Israel was fit for altars; once Jerusalem was chosen, the
land of Israel was excluded...Until Aaron was chosen, all Israel were fit for priesthood; once
Aaron was chosen the entire Israel was excluded...Until David was chosen, all Israel were fit for
kingship; once David was chosen, all Israel were excluded...
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Rambam Laws of the “House of Choice” (Temple), chap. 2: It is an accepted tradition that the place
where David and Solomon built the altar in the threshing floor of Aravnah the Jebusite is the
place where Avraham built the altar and bound Yitzchak, and it is the place where Noah built
when he emerged from the ark, and it is the altar on which Cain and Abel offered, and upon it
Adam the first offered a sacrifice when he was created, and from there he was created...
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Bereishit 49: The staff shall not depart from Yehuda, nor the sceptre from between his feet, until
Shilo come, and the obedience of the people be his.

The Book of the Upright
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Gemara Avodah Zarah (25a): What is “the book of the upright”? R” Chiya bar Abba said in the
name of R’ Yochanan, this is the book of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov who are called
“upright”...R’" Elazar said, this is the book of Deuteronomy. And why do they call it “the book of
the upright”? For it is written, “And you shall do the right and the good in the eyes of G-d"...
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Ramban (Devarim 6:18): And our Rabbis have a nice Midrash on this, they said, ‘this is
compromise and going beyond the letter of the law...even on what he has not commanded us
put your mind toward doing what is good and right in his eyes, for he loves the good and the
right.

Choosing a Destiny
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Devarim 12 (Parashat Re’eh): But to the place which the Lord your God shall choose out of all
your tribes to put his name there, there shall you seek him, at his dwelling, and there shalt thou
come...You shall not do after all the things that we do here this day, every man whatever is right
in his own eyes. For you are not as yet come to the rest and to the inheritance, which the Lord
your God gives you...then there shall be a place which the Lord your God shall choose to cause
his name to dwell there; there shall you bring all that I command you; your burnt offerings, and
your sacrifices, your tithes, and the offering of your hand, and all your choice vows which you
vow to the Lord...Take heed to thyself that thou offer not thy burnt offerings in every place that
thou seest: but only in the place which the Lord shall choose in one of thy tribes, there thou shalt
offer thy burnt offerings, and there thou shalt do all that I command thee...Thou mayst not eat
within thy gates the tithe of thy corn, or of thy wine, or of thy oil, or the firstlings of thy herds or
of thy flock, or any of thy vows which thou vowest, or thy freewill offerings, or offering of thy
hand:

but thou must eat them before the Lord thy God in the place which the Lord thy God shall choose,
thou, and thy son, and thy daughter, and thy manservant, and thy maidservant, and the Levite
who is within thy gates: and thou shalt rejoice before the Lord thy God in all that to which thou
puttest thy hand...If the place which the Lord thy God has chosen to put his name there be too
far from thee, then thou shalt kill of thy herd and of thy flock, which the Lord has given thee, as
I have commanded thee, and thou shalt eat in thy gates to thy heart’s desire...Thou shalt not eat
it {the blood}; that it may go well with thee, and with thy children after thee, when thou shalt do
that which is right in the sight of the Lord. Only thy holy things which thou hast, and thy vows,
thou shalt take and go to the place which the Lord shall choose...Observe and hear all these words
which I command thee, that it may go well with thee, and with thy children after thee for ever,
when thou doest that which is good and right in the sight of the Lord thy God.
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Devarim 10:15: Only the Lord took delight in thy fathers to love them, and he chose their
seed after them, even you above all people, as it is this day.
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Tehilim 78: And he rejected the tabernacle of Yosef, and chose not the tribe of Efrayim:
but chose the tribe of Yehuda, the mount Ziyyon which he loved. And he built his
sanctuary like the high heavens, like the earth which he has established for ever. And
chose David his servant, and took him from the sheepfolds:
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Divrei Hayamim II 6: Since the day that I brought my people out of the land of
Mizrayim I chose no city among all the tribes of Yisra’el to build a house in, that my
name might be there; nor did I choose any man to be a ruler over my people Yisra el:

but I have chosen Yerushalayim, that my name might be there; and have chosen David
to be over my people Yisra'el.
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Mishnah Ta’anit (4:8): And similarly, it says in another verse: “Go forth, daughters of
Zion, and gaze upon King Solomon, upon the crown with which his mother crowned him
on the day of his wedding, and on the day of the gladness of his heart” (Song of Songs
3:11). “On the day of his wedding”; this is the giving of the Torah. “And on the day of the
gladness of his heart”; this is the building of the Temple, may it be rebuilt speedily in our
days.



