Lesson 31 worksheet - Israel: Laws for Society - part 1
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.

1. God gave His law to Moses. We usually think of God’s law as the Ten Commandments, but that is only a basic list of His instructions. There are many more than ten of them. In the law, God gave hundreds of commandments about society, religion, and family. We have studied the laws that required the Israelites to build the tabernacle and establish the priesthood. We also learned about the laws of religion that required sacrifices and holy days.
2. The law of God also gave instructions for governing the everyday life of the Jewish society. It was the governing law of Israel as a nation. It is important to understand that ancient Israel was different from any other nation in the world. They are God’s chosen people. Other nations were ruled by human leaders, like kings, presidents, or democratic representatives. God wanted them to have a government that was ruled by God Himself. (1Sam. 12:12) This form of government is called a theocracy. Israel was the only true theocracy in history. There is only one true God, and He only chose to rule one nation.

3. God did not expect that all nations would be governed by the Law of Moses. We will understand them better if we realize that they were given to these specific people (Israel) to govern them at that specific time in that specific place (their promised land). Some things that He told them to do might not be appropriate for other nations to do. Even though these laws are intended for the Jews, we will still benefit by studying them. They help us to understand God’s holy standards of right and wrong. Any nation that organizes its government on the principles of the Old Testament law can expect to be blessed by God. These principles are followed by Jews and Christians. We often call this moral system the “Judeo-Christian ethic”.
4. Most of these laws for society are found in Exodus chapters 20-23, Leviticus chapters 18-26, and Deuteronomy chapters 13-27. Many of these laws recognized and protected private property. The eighth commandment says, “Do not steal.” This is a basic recognition of the principle of private property ownership. Although God owns everything because He created it, He gives us the right to own personal property. It is a sin to take the property of another person without their permission. God gives the natural resources of the earth to mankind to use as needed. God determined that work is the method to change these raw materials into useful goods. God determined that property is owned by the one who earned it. 

5. Let’s consider some specific legal protections of private property. If a man dug a pit, but did not cover it, a valuable animal like an ox or a donkey might fall in and die. This man’s carelessness caused the loss of another man’s property. The law required him to pay the other man enough to buy a new animal. The owner of the pit could keep the dead animal. Laws like this established liability (responsibility) for negligence (lack of proper caution). They encouraged people to be careful not to damage other people’s property. (Ex. 21:33-34) 
6. If a man’s ox killed another man’s ox, the men would sell the live ox and divide the money equally. They would also divide the dead ox equally between them. (Ex. 21:35-36) This was a fair way for them to divide the loss of value of the property. The owner of the live ox was not punished, because it was considered to be an accident of natural causes. There was no particular negligence by the live ox’s owner. However, if the ox was known to have an aggressive nature, and had previously attacked other animals, the owner should have kept him fenced in. In this case, the owners would exchange oxen. The owner of the dead ox would exchange him for the live one. The owner of the killer ox lost some value because he was negligent. The other owner did not lose any value.
7. Taking property without the consent of the owner is stealing. The punishment for stealing was much more severe than causing property loss by accident or negligence. If a man stole an ox, and killed it or sold it, he was required to pay back five oxen. If did the same with a sheep, he had to pay back four sheep. (Ex. 22:1)
8. The law says that property may be defended from those who would take it. If a thief was found breaking into a building, it was lawful to use deadly force to stop him. Even if the thief was killed, the defender was not punished for killing him in defense of property. (Ex. 22:2-3) If the thief was stealing outdoors, in the daylight, the defender was not allowed to use deadly force. In the daytime, the thief should be caught and made to pay back twice as much as he stole. If he did not have enough to pay, he would be sold as a servant to pay back his debt.
9. If someone started a fire that burned out of control and burned up someone’s crops or other property, he was required to replace whatever was lost. (Ex. 22:6) If someone kept another person’s property in storage, he was responsible to keep it safe. If the property was stolen, the thief had to pay back double when he was caught. If the thief was never found, the judges would investigate to determine if the owner of the storage place was guilty of taking the property. If the judges found him to be guilty, he had to pay back twice as much. (Ex. 22:7-9)
10. Anyone who suspected someone else of possessing their lost or stolen property would bring an accusation in front of the judges. Anyone who was found guilty had to pay back twice as much. (Ex. 22:9) If valuable animals were given to someone for safekeeping, and they died, or were injured, or ran away, the one who was keeping them had to swear before God that he did not cause the loss, and he was not required to pay anything back. If the animal was stolen, the thief had to pay back double. (Ex. 22:10-13)
11. If a man borrowed valuable property to use, and it was damaged or destroyed, the borrower had to pay back the loss. If the property was rented to use, any damage or destruction was not paid back, especially if the property owner was with the property when the damage happened. (Ex. 22:14-15)
Fill in the blanks and correct any mistakes. Keep this lesson for future reference. Come back for lesson No. 32 - “Laws for Society - part 2”.
