Lesson 39 worksheet - Israel: Laws for Society - part 9
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.

1. The civil law of the Old Testament is a great model for the government of a nation. It protected property, life, family and person. To ensure fair justice, there were severe penalties for false accusations. Everyone was equal before the law, whether they were rich or poor. Bribery was forbidden. Complicated cases were brought to the priests, who could get an answer directly from God.
2. The law says that a person must not “swear falsely”. (Lev. 19:12) What does it mean to swear an oath? This is a special kind of promise that a person is telling the truth. He calls upon God to put a curse on him if he is lying. In American courtrooms, a witness is often asked to raise his right hand, place his left hand on the Bible, and swear “to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God”. This makes his testimony a very serious matter. If he lies, he has asked God to curse him.

3. Jesus told His disciples that it was better not to swear at all. He said that we should just tell the truth. (Mt. 5:33-37) We should always be honest. When we say yes, it should mean yes, and when we say no, it should mean no. Because of this principle, many Christians do not take an oath when they testify in court. Instead, they make an affirmation, which is a serious promise that they are telling the truth. Christians believe that will give account to God for everything they say, not just the things about which they might swear an oath. (Mt. 12:36) The United States Constitution requires the President to swear or affirm that he will faithfully do his duty and protect the Constitution.
4. Making a vow is similar to swearing an oath. It is a solemn promise to God that a person will do something. If he fails to do what he vowed to do, God will punish him. The law said to be sure to do what you vow to do. (Deut. 23:21-22) Making a vow was not required. It was not a sin to not vow. Solomon said that it was important to fulfill all your vows, but it was better to not vow, than to vow, and not do what you vowed to do. (Ec. 5:4-5)

5. In addition to protection for property, life, family, person, and fair justice, the law required that people treat one another humanely. Humane treatment of others means to treat them with kindness. In many situations in life, one person has an advantage over another. He may be stronger, or richer, or be in a situation to cause trouble for the other person. In these cases, the law gave instructions about how to be kind and humane, instead of taking advantage of people. For example, if a person owed a debt, he would often sell himself as a bond servant to pay the debt. The law required that a Hebrew could not buy another Hebrew as a servant for more than six years. When the seventh year came, he was to be set free. (Ex. 21:2-11, Deut. 15:12-18)

6. Hebrews were not allowed to buy their family members as bond servants. (Lev. 25:39-43) A Hebrew bond servant could be freed from service at any time if his family paid the debt he owed. (Lev. 25:47-48) The law said that the master must give the servant a generous gift when he went free, so that he did not start his free life with empty hands. The servant could continue working for his master, but only if he wanted to. This limitation of servitude was much more humane than slavery for a lifetime. 
7. The law was very protective of defenseless people, particularly foreigners, widows, and the fatherless. These people are vulnerable in society. Some might want to take advantage of them, since they have nobody to protect them. God said that He would severely punish anyone who would oppress these defenseless people. (Ex. 22:21-24) He said that he would hear the cry of the widows and fatherless. God said to those who would afflict them, “My wrath shall wax hot, and I will kill you with the sword; and your wives shall be widows, and your children fatherless.” 
8. God required humane treatment for people who owed money. Hebrew money lenders could not charge interest when they lent money to other Hebrews. (Ex. 22:25-27) If they took a man’s coat as collateral for the loan, they had to give it back to him every night, so he could sleep warmly. God said that he would hear the prayers of the poor if money lenders took advantage of them, because He is gracious. No business man should expect God to bless him if he is oppressing poor people.
9. The law required people to stop and help anyone who needed help. It gives the example of a man who sees his enemy along the road, whose donkey has fallen down. Even though he certainly does not want to help this man who hates him, and the task is difficult and inconvenient, the law says he must help him get the donkey back up again. (Ex. 23:5)
10. The law required employers to promptly pay wages to their workers. Today, workers are usually paid once a month, or maybe every week or every two weeks. The Old Testament law required an employer to pay his workers every day! (Lev. 19:13) We can all imagine how disappointing it would be to work hard, expecting wages to pay our bills, and then be told by our employer, “Sorry, there is no money to pay you now. We will pay you later.” That is not a humane way to treat people.

11. The law said to be sure to be kind and helpful to strangers (foreigners). God reminds them that they were strangers in Egypt for hundreds of years. (Ex. 23:9) It is always difficult to be a stranger in a foreign land. Foreigners always appreciate it when the local people are kind and helpful to them. God told them to think about what it is like to be away from home, and treat foreigners like they would want to be treated in a foreign land. Many years later, Jesus taught that we should do unto others as we would want them to do unto us. (Mt. 7:12) We call this the “golden rule”. Jesus said that if we would treat people this way, we would be doing what the law requires. 
Fill in the blanks and correct any mistakes. Keep this lesson for future reference. Come back for lesson No. 40 - “Laws for Society - part 10”.
