Lesson 33 worksheet - Israel: Laws for Society - part 3
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.

1. The part of the Old Testament law that regulates everyday life is often called the civil law. We have seen that there is a great deal of protection in this law for private property. Stealing was forbidden. Damage or loss of someone else’s property was to be paid back. Lost items were to be returned to the owner. Honesty in business was required. Dishonest units of weight and measure were prohibited. It was against the law to move a landmark. The 10th commandment says that we must not even desire to have anything that rightfully belongs to another person.
2. God’s law gave instructions that encouraged people to keep the property that God gave to them. When the Israelites first went into the Promised Land, each tribe received their own portion of land. (The tribe of Levi did not receive land, except for a few cities, because they were the priests and servants of God. They received tithes and offerings from all the other tribes.) The law required that land would always belong to the tribe and family that originally owned it.

3. The oldest son always inherited the land and a double portion of the father’s possessions. What if a man died without a son to inherit the land? The law required that the man’s brother, or other closest relative, would marry the man’s widow. The firstborn son of this marriage would inherit the land of the dead brother. (Deut. 25:5-10) There was an option to refuse this marriage, but the penalty was public humiliation. In case of refusal, another kinsman could marry the woman to preserve the inheritance of the one who died. This legal requirement is the basis for the beautiful story in the book of Ruth.
4. If a man had only daughters, but no sons, his daughters were allowed to inherit his land, but only if they married someone from the same tribe. In this way, the land would never be transferred from one tribe to another. (Num. 36:8-9)
5. In order to keep every portion of land in the possession of the same family, the law did not allow the Israelites to sell their land permanently. (Lev. 25:23) They could only sell their land temporarily. In practice, it was a system that allowed them to rent their land. This was all based on the 50 year cycle of the “jubilee year”. Israel planted and harvested their fields as usual every year for six years. The seventh year was a “sabbath year”, when the land was not planted, so that it could rest. (Lev. 25:1-7) This cycle continued for seven sabbath years. (49 years) The 50th year was called the “Year of Jubilee”. (Lev. 25:8-55) It was also a sabbath year. It was a year of liberty, a time to “proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof”.
6. When the year of Jubilee came, all property returned to its original owners. If a man sold his land, it would return to him at the Jubilee. Everyone who bought or sold land understood that the sale was temporary. If there were 49 years until the next Jubilee, the land would be sold for more money. If there were only a few years left until the next Jubilee, the land would be sold for less money. It did not matter if a man’s father had been unwise or unfortunate in how he had used his land. Every 50 years, a new generation was given a fresh start with the land his forefathers had inherited from God.
7. A house in a city was not considered to be the same kind of possession as a house in a village with its own field. If a man sold his house in the city, he had the right to change his mind and buy it back within one year. After that, the house was the permanent property of the one who bought it. It did not return to the previous owner at the Jubilee. If a man sold a village house, it would return to him at Jubilee time. (Lev. 25:29-31) God wanted the productive fields to stay in the same family for all future generations.
8. The law gave other wise rules for keeping the wealth that God gave them. Deuteronomy chapter 15 tells the Israelites not to borrow money. This is good advice for people who want to remain free. Debt is a form of slavery. Solomon said, “The borrower is servant to the lender.” (Pro. 22:7) God encouraged them to lend their money, but not to borrow. Lending money can be a profitable and honest business. God wanted them to be generous when they loaned money. All Jewish debts were cancelled every seven years when the sabbath year came. God told money lenders not to be hard hearted, and refuse to lend because the Sabbath year was coming. He promised to bless those who gave generously to the poor.
9. God wanted his people to keep the wealth that He gave them. The law even protected fruit trees! In time of war, they often cut down trees to build defensive structures or instruments for attack. The law said they must not cut down any trees which produce food. It was easy to forget that these trees would be needed to feed the people after the war. God’s wise instructions helped them to keep these valuable resources for the use of future generations.
10. In all these regulations, we have seen that God puts a very high value on private property. He expects us to take good care of the property He has allowed us to earn. It all belongs to Him. He is the One who gave us strength and wisdom to earn it for ourselves. (Deut. 8:18) He expects us to respect the property of others. A very interesting rule in Deut. 24:10-11 illustrates how important is the dignity of private property ownership. If a man borrowed money, he was usually required to offer a “pledge”. We would call this collateral поручительство - a valuable possession that must be given to the lender if the money cannot be paid back. The law said that if a man could not pay back his loan, the lender was not allowed to go into the man’s house to get the pledge. We say, “A man’s home is his castle.” The lender was required to respectfully wait outside the man’s home, while the home owner went into the house to bring out the pledge to him. The law required that the property of even the poorest man must be treated with respect.
Fill in the blanks and correct any mistakes. Keep this lesson for future reference. Come back for lesson No. 34 - “Laws for Society - part 4”.
