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PREFACE


As a professor of biblical studies, I have discovered that my students’ ability to read, know, and appreciate the Old Testament often hinges on their understanding of its laws and their role in the biblical story. I have written this book to help students better understand the purpose and function of these laws in the biblical story. I also pray that this book helps many other Christians engage the Old Testament in more depth.

This book is an introduction to the topic and not an academic treatise. I have assumed that my readers have a basic knowledge of the biblical story. For readers who are interested in pursuing the topic with more depth, I reference other works on particular issues in my footnotes. Also, the bibliography contains numerous works that give more academic treatments on the topic and works that discuss closely related topics.

The material in this book comes out of several years of course lectures, sermons, and other teaching opportunities. The role of the Old Testament laws in the Christian’s life is one of the most complicated areas of Christian theology, so I approach the topic standing on the shoulders of many who have engaged this issue before me. I hope my research and creative presentation of the material will help others better understand the Old Testament and its continuing role in the modern Christian’s life.

Writing a book takes a team of faithful supporters, and God has certainly blessed me with such a team. My interest in this topic began as I sat in Dr. John Sailhamer’s Old Testament Theology class at the beginning of my master’s program. Dr. Sailhamer challenged me to think about the Pentateuch’s message by paying close attention to the book’s structure. His imprints are throughout this book. Many of my thoughts in this book arose out of conversations with Jonathan Chandler, a friend and former copastor. Two of my colleagues, Mark Rapinchuk and Rusty Osborne, have been great resources for me as I have wrestled with the complicated issues in this book. Working with such wise men is a great honor and privilege. Dylan Parker, a former student, read the manuscript and gave me valuable feedback. I also thank my dean, Eric Bolger, for his support during this project. My wife, Christina, and my three children, Maisy, Lily, and Isaac, have been extremely gracious to me, as I have spent countless hours during the summers and school breaks writing away in the basement. David McNutt and the team at IVP have been more than helpful in this process. David’s grace, kindness, and availability impressed me at every turn in the process. Finally, I thank Christ, whose grace has sustained me throughout the entire process.






INTRODUCTION

WHAT DO I DO WITH ALL THESE LAWS?


It is a familiar story, perhaps one in which you have found yourself. It is the beginning of a New Year and thus time for new goals. Like many Christians, one of your goals is to read the entire Bible in one year. As you begin reading, you are enamored by the familiar stories of creation, Adam and Eve, the flood, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and Israel’s exodus. Moreover, you stumble across stories that had fallen deep in the bottomless pits of your memory, stories of excitement, adventure, and, to be honest, some gruesomeness. Your confidence level soars, and nothing can stop you! That is, until you leave the exodus story and read about the Israelites’ trek across the wilderness to Mount Sinai (Ex 19:11). At first, it feels like the excitement of the story will continue as you read about the burning mountain, upon which the thunder, lightning, and fire of God’s presence appear. Yet, while reading of Israel’s time at a literal mountain, you have hit a mountain of your own—that is, a mountain of laws!

Much like the work required to climb a real mountain, your Bible reading plan begins to feel like hard work instead of pleasure; verse after verse of laws have replaced the exciting stories of action and adventure. The thighs and calves of your attention span begin to burn as you read numerous chapters of laws. In fact, for many Christians, this mountain marks the end of good intentions and the frustration of yet another New Year’s goal gone awry. Many are able to make it successfully through the detailed instructions (Ex 25–31) and subsequent construction of the tabernacle (Ex 35–40) but are unable to push through the numerous laws of Leviticus. Others make it through the tabernacle and the laws of Leviticus but falter once they hit the census at the beginning of Numbers (if only they knew how close they were to leaving the mountain).

Although you love God’s Word and want to read all of Scripture, you find it difficult to read the laws day after day. What adds to the difficulty is that many of the laws are hard to understand because of the vast differences between the culture of the ancient Israelites and our modern culture. For example, one of the most repeated commands in these early books of the Bible is the command not to boil a kid goat in its mother’s milk (Ex 23:19; 34:26; Deut 14:21). The command probably referred to the practice of milking the mother goat, killing the kid goat, and boiling the meat of the kid goat in the mother’s milk.1 My question is, who would be tempted to do this? Or should we interpret this as many Jews do and not eat dairy products and meat together in the same meal? Or perhaps you are okay with this command, but the one that really gets you is the command to build a parapet around the roof of one’s house (Deut 22:8). After you look up what a parapet is in the dictionary, you once again are puzzled as to why anyone would be on your roof in the first place.

Maybe you are the person who has some knowledge of ancient Near Eastern (i.e., the region where the events of the Bible took place) cultural practices, so you are aware of the cultural reasons for these laws, but you struggle with how to apply these laws to a modern culture. Like any good Christian, you want to apply the Bible to your own life in a meaningful way, but as you read, you quickly realize that if you were to obey many of these commands, you would stick out like a polar bear on South Beach.

For example, should Christians follow the dietary laws (Lev 11)? How does a modern woman apply the commands relating to purification after childbirth (Lev 12)? How should Christians follow the principles for cleansing their homes of mildew (Lev 14)? Should Christian farmers leave some of their harvest for the poor (Lev 19:9)? Should Christian men not cut the hair on the sides of their head (Lev 19:27)? Should Christians wear clothes made of two kinds of material (Lev 19:19)? Are women forbidden to wear jeans (a common interpretation of Deut 22:5)? We could keep going, but hopefully you get the point. Christians must answer these important questions in a consistent and logical manner.

Let’s go one step further. Some of the laws seem natural for modern Christians to obey, but the various types of punishments associated with breaking these commands seem out of place in our modern context. For example, the punishment for breaking many of the Ten Commandments is death (see Ex 31:14; Deut 13; 22:20-22). Or how about the command for parents to take the lead in stoning their rebellious son to death (Deut 21:18-21)? On what basis do we obey the commandments but dismiss the associated punishment? Again, this is an important question for Christians who strive to interpret the Bible consistently.

I do not know if you can relate to these struggles, but many Christians wrestle with the simple question, what do I do with all these laws? They want to obey God’s Word, but when it comes to the laws, they do not even know where to start. Add into the mix the many different perspectives and interpretations pastors and scholars give, and we have a recipe for discouragement and surrender. In all actuality, some readers, after reading the previous paragraphs, might be ready to throw in the towel on this subject right now. If that is you, then keep reading for just a few more pages, and let’s see if I can convince you otherwise.


WHO CARES ?

The knee-jerk reaction for many of us when we encounter controversial or complicated issues is to walk away from the topic with a laissez-faire attitude. Why bother discussing an issue that Christians have not resolved in the span of two millennia of church history? What makes us think we can provide solutions to such difficult problems? If these are the types of questions running through your mind right now, this section is for you. Let’s look at two key reasons why Christians must have an appropriate understanding of how to interpret the laws in the Old Testament.

The Old Testament laws and the voice of the church in culture. American culture is currently in one of the biggest cultural shifts since this country’s conception. In my eyes, the old moral order is quickly eroding as the waters of a new moral revolution wash down the hill of America’s moral landscape. One of the hot-button issues in this culture shift is homosexuality and, more specifically, gay marriage. I mention this topic here not because I expect to resolve the matter completely but because it can illustrate for us the relevance of understanding the role of the Old Testament laws in the Christian life.

Since I have a great interest in the Old Testament and the Christian application of this part of the Bible, I have paid close attention to the debates over the (im)morality of homosexuality and gay marriage. Numerous Christian leaders appearing on talk shows and news networks have given their opinion on homosexuality and gay marriage. Countless debates have transpired on Facebook pages, blogs, and other media outlets. Such pervasive debate has revealed a great divide in our culture, even between many Christians and their respective denominations.

Very often, the Old Testament laws come up in this discussion, and unfortunately, many times Christians do not deal methodically and consistently with these laws when articulating their positions. Many Christians quote Leviticus 18:22 (“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination”) as the key verse for the topic. While turning to the Scripture for answers to key topics is praiseworthy, I am often embarrassed by the scarcity of a reasonable explanation for why this verse applies to all people at all times and other verses in the same book do not (e.g., dietary laws [Lev 11] and laws forbidding people to wear clothing made of two kinds of material [Lev 19:19]). Without a doubt, there are exceptions, but at the level of the average Christian, it is rare for someone to articulate competently his or her reason for obeying the prohibition of sexual immorality in Leviticus 18:22 and not the prohibition of wearing clothing made of two types of fabric in Leviticus 19:19.

If Christians are going to have any voice in the broader culture, we must be able to explain how we differentiate between those things that are permissible and those things that are not. In fact, advocates of homosexuality and gay marriage often call out Christians for their inconsistency in picking and choosing Old Testament laws. At times, these opponents may be acting out of their own ignorance of how to interpret the Bible. However, they may honestly want answers regarding why many Christians pick and choose which laws still apply and which laws do not.

I will give two examples from American culture to illustrate my point. In an episode (season two, episode three) of NBC’s television show The West Wing, President Bartlet enters the room of a talk-radio reception during the final hour of midterm election day. As he begins to address the radio hosts, he notices a woman sitting in the midst of his audience. President Bartlet pauses for a second and then continues his speech. However, it becomes apparent that he cannot ignore the woman’s presence without comment, so he stops, points to her, and asks, “I’m sorry, you are Dr. Jacobs, right?” After receiving an affirmative answer, he begins to push her regarding her conservative radio show, eventually getting to his major point. He has a problem with her calling homosexuality an abomination. Facetiously, he tells her, “I like your show. I like how you call homosexuality an abomination.”

Confidently, she replies, “I don’t say homosexuality is an abomination, Mr. President. The Bible does.”

He responds, “Yes it does. Leviticus—”

She retorts, “18:22.”

He says, “Chapter and verse,” pauses, and then begins to attack her views. His diatribe is as follows:

I wanted to ask you a couple of questions while I had you here. I’m interested in selling my youngest daughter into slavery as sanctioned in Exodus 21:7. She’s a Georgetown sophomore, speaks fluent Italian, and always clears the table when it was her turn. What would a good price for her be? While thinking about that, can I ask another? My Chief of Staff, Leo McGarry, insists on working on the Sabbath. Exodus 35:2 clearly says he should be put to death. Am I morally obligated to kill him myself or is it okay to call the police? Here’s one that’s really important, ’cause we’ve got a lot of sports fans in this town. Touching the skin of a dead pig makes one unclean (Leviticus 11:7). If they promise to wear gloves, can the Washington Redskins still play football? Can Notre Dame? Can West Point? Does the whole town really have to be together to stone my brother, John, for planting different crops side by side? Can I burn my mother in a small family gathering for wearing garments made from two different threads? Think about those questions, would you?2


President Bartlet’s speech, as written by the show’s producers, underscores, among other things, the significant place of the Old Testament laws in the cultural debate over homosexuality. This episode aired in the year 2000, but the same sentiments have surfaced multiple times since then.3

We find a more recent example in the sports world. When Jason Collins became the first athlete in a major American team sport to announce publicly that he was gay (April 2013), the topic of homosexuality became a staple on sports shows (and has continued to be so as other athletes have made similar announcements). For example, ESPN’s Outside the Lines immediately tackled the issue and even allowed a Christian to outline his perspective. On April 29, 2013, an ESPN analyst interviewed LZ Granderson, an ESPN columnist, and Chris Broussard, an ESPN NBA analyst. At one point in the interview, the host highlighted that Jason Collins identified himself as Christian and asked Broussard, a professing Christian, to share his thoughts on such a claim. Broussard’s response was one of the best Christian responses I have heard.4 He not only highlighted other common sexual sins but also stated that anyone living such a lifestyle is choosing to live in open rebellion against God.

Of course, Broussard’s comments garnered significant attention as numerous individuals criticized his response. One such critique came the same evening from Kelly Dwyer, a sportswriter for Yahoo Sports. Dwyer, taking issue with Broussard’s comments, wrote the following:

The Bible, through many translations, sects, and testaments, says quite a few things. It has been used as a basis to defend slavery, segregation, the oppression of women’s rights, and laws forbidden the consumption of shrimp scampi—found in the same Leviticus portion of the Bible that forbids a man to lay with another man. It also says quite a few things about fabric blends and working on Sundays, something Chris Broussard often flaunts in his clear “open rebellion to God.”5


Dwyer’s reaction to Broussard reveals a deep confusion over why some Old Testament laws apply today and others do not. Even though Broussard said nothing about Leviticus in his comments, Dwyer took the opportunity to highlight Broussard’s supposed hypocrisy. I am not greatly concerned that unbelievers (I assume) are unable to interpret the Bible properly; what concerns me is that many Christians would be unable to give a reasonable rebuttal of President Bartlet’s and Kelly Dwyer’s challenges. Would you be able to give an answer to these challenges?

I could give more examples from both the media and personal conversations of how the Old Testament laws come up repeatedly in discussions about homosexuality and many other moral issues;6 instead, I want to stress the importance of having a method to deal with ethical issues addressed by these laws. For too long, many Christians have haphazardly followed the pick-and-choose method whereby they decide which Old Testament laws apply to them based on what suits their fancy at a particular point in their lives. As Christians, we have a responsibility to interpret God’s Word consistently in a way that does not undermine the good news we proclaim to the world. A failure to interpret God’s Word consistently in these important dialogues often results in confusion and accusations of hypocrisy.

The Old Testament laws and the message of the Bible. “Don’t miss the forest for the trees.” We often use this common expression to remind ourselves to keep the big picture in view, even when we focus on the details of a matter. Such an adage is beneficial in many areas of life, especially biblical interpretation. The Bible is such a long book that people often get lost in the details and never grasp the big picture. In other words, many Christians know numerous individual Bible stories but have no idea how these smaller stories fit together in the big story.

When one reads the Bible, there is a constant interaction between the smaller stories and the one big story. For example, the story of David and Goliath is one episode in the larger story of David’s life and, even more importantly, in the larger story of the books of 1 and 2 Samuel. One needs a basic knowledge of the big story in order to make sense of the smaller stories, and the smaller stories always enhance and challenge our understanding of the big story.

One of the most significant stories in the Bible is the story of God giving his laws to Israel at Mount Sinai. This story takes up all or parts of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Additionally, this story echoes throughout the rest of the Old Testament and much of the New Testament. It is therefore very difficult to understand the message of the Bible without a working knowledge of how the laws fit into the story of the Bible.


MOUNT SINAI

A mountain located in the Sinai Peninsula upon which God appeared to Moses and the Israelites. Traditionally, Jebel Musa, which is home to the Monastery of St. Catherine, has been identified as Mount Sinai.




If we just use the New Testament as an example, we discover that Jesus and the apostles often discussed the issue of the Old Testament laws. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus commented on several of the laws found in the Old Testament and urged his followers to go beyond the laws in their actions (Mt 5:21-48). While much of his discussion of the Old Testament laws was concentrated in the Sermon on the Mount, many of Jesus’ other teachings and actions relate to the laws. For instance, while participating in one of his regular pastimes—debating with the Pharisees—Jesus would often challenge the religious leaders’ understanding of the laws (and their own traditions), particularly that of the Sabbath.

What to do with the Old Testament laws continued to be a question after Jesus’ ascension. The question of the laws takes a central role in the story of the new, expanding church in the book of Acts. In particular, when the early Jewish Christians realized that God had accepted the Gentiles, a great controversy arose in the church over whether Gentiles were required to keep the laws and, in particular, be circumcised (Acts 15, see esp. v. 5).

The question of the Old Testament laws occupies a central position in Paul’s explanation of the gospel of God to the church in Rome. Although Paul’s discussion of the Old Testament laws in Romans is his most detailed, he addresses the issue in several of his other letters (e.g., 2 Cor 3; Eph 2:11-22; Col 2:8-23; 1 Tim 1:8-11), in particular the letter to the Galatians. The other apostles cannot escape this issue either, as several of them devote attention to the laws (e.g., in Hebrews and James 2:8-13).

Since the issue of the Old Testament laws is such a major topic throughout the Bible, one can argue that we cannot understand the Bible unless we understand the function of these laws in the biblical story. Dodging the discussion of the Old Testament laws inevitably results in an ignorance of key portions of the biblical story and an inability to understand properly many of the Bible’s key teachings.




THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

Whether you struggle with what to do with the Old Testament laws and thus need no motivation to keep reading, or whether you have tried to avoid this topic for a while and I have successfully convinced you of its importance, I invite you to keep reading. My goal in this book is to provide answers to the questions I have raised (and some more that I will raise later) in a way that is easy to understand, informative, and helpful for reading the Bible.

This is a very practical book. Throughout, I offer some important principles and teachings on one of the most important endeavors of every Christian’s life: reading the Bible. The God of the universe has revealed himself to us in the Bible and in so doing has chosen to communicate with us by means of a written text. It is therefore essential for every Christian to know not only what the Bible states but also how to interpret its content properly; this content includes the Old Testament laws.

My approach in this book is different from most books on the role of the Old Testament laws in the Christian’s life. Most jump straight into the New Testament and evaluate what Jesus, Paul, and the other apostles had to say about the topic. My starting point is the Old Testament. Since the laws under consideration are in the Old Testament, it makes sense to me to start there and then make our way into the New Testament’s teachings. In this regard, I will use the New Testament in a confirmatory role.

I hope that when you have finished reading this book, you will have a better understanding of the biblical story and be equipped to give reasonable answers regarding the role of the Old Testament laws in the lives of modern Christians. We have lots of ground to cover in order to get a good view of the landscape. Therefore, before we jump into the how-to, we must first identify the laws we will be discussing.











ONE

WHICH LAWS ARE WE DISCUSSING?

[image: image]
Definitions are very important in life. Although we often take our shared understanding of words for granted in everyday life, certain events can quickly remind us how important a proper understanding of words is. One such event is learning a new language. Anyone who has traveled internationally and attempted to speak a foreign language has probably experienced the awkward laughs of native speakers when he or she has used the wrong word in a sentence. Even if you have not traveled internationally, you have probably been on the laughing side of this equation at some point in your life.

Using the wrong word when interacting with someone who speaks a different language can be rather humorous, but in more serious matters, definitions carry much more weight. As we have already noted, this book’s topic is an important issue for Christians, and as we will demonstrate in the next chapter, it is controversial. Hence, much more is at stake in the present task than a foreigner’s choice of the wrong word. So, let’s begin by defining our terminology.


THE MEANING OF “TORAH”

Many of us properly associate the English word law with specific rules given by a government for its citizens. Most countries have a variety of laws dealing with anything from traffic to property to criminal activity. We can categorize these laws in numerous ways and sometimes designate them statutes or legislation (collectively).

Many Christians, upon reading the word law in their English translations of the Bible, associate their common understanding of the English word with the biblical text. Although the meanings of the biblical text and the modern usage of the word law might be the same, we should not assume so until we have consulted the original languages.

Since the Old Testament was written in Hebrew (with a sprinkling of Aramaic, primarily in Daniel and Ezra), we have to look beyond the English translation to the Hebrew word under consideration. For the most part, the Hebrew word translated “law” throughout the Old Testament is torah. This Hebrew word has a broader meaning than simply “rule,” just as our English word law has a broader meaning. For example, we often use law to refer to those who enforce the law (“Don’t get in trouble with the law”). According to standard Hebrew lexicons, torah has two primary meanings: (1) general instruction and (2) particular instruction (i.e., a rule).1 Even though the second definition overlaps with our modern understanding of “law,” we rarely think of “law” as general instruction. However, the Hebrew Bible often uses the word torah in such a manner (e.g., Deut 1:5; Prov 1:8; 4:1). Therefore, when we read the word law in our English Bibles, we must be cognizant of the different meanings of the Hebrew word torah.

How then do we know which meaning a biblical author intends? As with any word that has multiple meanings, the context in which the word is used determines the meaning of the word. Let’s look at another English example. The word chair can refer to either the person who leads a committee or an object upon which one sits. We determine the meaning of the word simply by reading the sentence in which the word is used. We use the same process with the Hebrew word torah.

Since this book focuses on the particular instructions given to Israel in specific portions of the Old Testament, the word torah in many of our discussions will involve the second meaning—that is, rules or specific instructions.2 This word has several synonyms in the Old Testament. Genesis 26:5 provides a good sampling of these synonyms. In this verse, the Lord states concerning Abraham: “Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.” Thus, when the Old Testament authors refer to specific laws, they often use the words “commandment” (mi.swâ), “statute” (.hōq or .huqâ), and “judgment” (mišpā.t) (see Deut 4:8) interchangeably with “law” (torah).




THE LAWS UNDER CONSIDERATION

Linguists typically distinguish between the meaning (concept reflected in the dictionary) and the referent (the person, place, or thing to which a word refers) of a word. For instance, the Hebrew word yi.s.hāq means “he laughs.” In the book of Genesis it refers to Abraham’s son Isaac, but in my family it refers to my son Isaac. The meaning of the Hebrew word has not changed, but the possible referents have. If someone uses the word Isaac in our house, the context of the conversation determines whether that person is referring to Isaac Todd or Isaac, the son of Abraham. In a similar manner, whenever we encounter the word law or laws in the Bible, we have to determine which law or laws the biblical author is referencing.

A precise identification of the law(s) under consideration is essential for a proper analysis of the Christian’s obligation to the Old Testament laws. Christians often make general references to “God’s law(s),” “biblical law(s),” or “God’s commandment(s)” without specifying which laws they have in mind. Such generalities are not helpful.3 For example, when Jesus says in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (he makes similar statements in vv. 21 and 23), we must identify his commandments. Is it every command in the Bible? Is it the commands in the New Testament? Is it just the commands that Jesus gave during his time on earth? If our obedience to these commandments measures our love for him, then we had better know which commandments he wants us to obey. To alleviate some of vagueness of this discussion, I will identify the specific laws that we will examine for the rest of the book.

Did you know that the first commands God gave in the Bible were not the laws given to Israel at Mount Sinai (beginning in Exodus 20)? God gave his first law, often termed the creation mandate, to the first human beings, Adam and Eve. Genesis 1:28 records this first command: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” As the Creator and king of the universe, God gave his vice regents a specific task to perform, a task integrally related to his creation of humankind in his image.

God gave Adam a second law or command after placing Adam in the Garden of Eden: “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” (Gen 2:16-17). Of course, Adam (along with his wife, Eve, and thanks to the serpent) failed to obey this law and rebelled against his king, thus opening the floodgates of sin and making it necessary for God to give more laws.

If we fast-forward a few chapters, more commands appear after Noah exits the ark. Just before giving Noah permission to eat meat (Gen 9:3), God repeated the creation mandate to Noah and his sons (Gen 9:1). God also commanded Noah not to eat meat with blood and gave a law regarding the punishment of murderers (Gen 9:4-6). As we continue reading the Old Testament, we encounter various laws and commands given to numerous individuals and nations. In each instance, the responsible reader must interpret and apply such laws according to their context.

In my introduction, I mentioned the “Old Testament laws” on several occasions. I presented the laws in such a manner to avoid confusing my readers in the introduction, but my topic is actually narrower than the Old Testament laws. This book focuses on the group of laws given to Israel at Mount Sinai and throughout their journey from Sinai to the Promised Land (Ex 20–Deut). God did not give these laws to all humanity; he gave them to a specific group of people at a specific time in a specific place for a specific purpose. These laws are part of a covenant that God made with his chosen people Israel after he delivered them from the oppressive hand of Pharaoh (Ex 1–15).

Before looking at this particular covenant, it is important to understand covenants in the ancient Near East. Modern Christians often use the word covenant to describe marriage. In so doing, they emphasize the sacred seriousness of the marriage commitment in contrast to lesser commitments one might make (e.g., a commitment to go to the store with a friend). This understanding of a covenant parallels covenants in the ancient world. Covenants were common in the ancient Near East and consequently the Bible. Much like the way we sign modern contracts, individuals and nations formalized their agreements with a covenant, which was a binding agreement between two parties. The Bible records covenants between individuals (1 Sam 20:16-17), kings and individuals (Gen 21:31-32; 26:28-31), kings (2 Kings 16:7-9), God and individuals (Gen 15), and God and nations (Ex 19–24). The covenant God makes with Israel at Sinai falls under the final category.


EXCURSUS: THE OLD COVENANT AND ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN VASSAL TREATIES


Yahweh’s covenant with Israel at Sinai reflects many elements in Hittite vassal treaties of the second millennium BC. These treaties were made between a powerful king (the suzerain) and a subject king (vassal). They often highlighted the suzerain’s benevolent actions toward the vassal and outlined the stipulations for the vassal. A typical suzerain-vassal treaty contained the following elements:4


	Identification of Covenant Giver


	Historical Prologue


	Stipulations


	Provision for Deposit and Periodic Public Reading


	List of Witnesses


	Blessings and Curses




The Pentateuch gives evidence of adapting such treaties by the form and wording of certain sections in the Sinai legislation. Scholars have identified parallels with these treaties in Exodus 20–24 and the book of Deuteronomy. These parallels are important because they provide another metaphor by which to understand Yahweh’s relationship with Israel. As their suzerain, Yahweh provided his vassal with numerous benefits, which served as the basis for the people’s allegiance to him.








TITLES OF THE COVENANT

Names and titles communicate something about the person or thing to which one assigns them. Many parents (especially in the ancient world) recognize the significance of a name and therefore carefully consider the name they assign their child. The best examples of the importance of names come from the Bible itself. Numerous names reflect the parents’ desire for the child (Gen 5:28-29), the circumstances of the child’s birth (Gen 21:1-7), or the child’s appearance (Gen 25:25). The significance of a name or title is not limited to human beings. In the modern world, business owners often give their businesses a name that reflects their mission or highlights certain features of the business. Many hospitals and universities name buildings in honor of donors who make significant contributions to the organization. We even name animals based on a distinguishing characteristic (e.g., great white shark, whitetail deer, and catfish).

Such communicative significance also applies to the titles of the various biblical covenants. Over the years, biblical scholars have assigned several titles to God’s covenant with Israel at Sinai, a couple of which come directly from the biblical text. As one would expect, each of these titles highlights a different aspect of the covenant and therefore enhances our understanding of the covenant. Let’s look at the four most common titles for this covenant.

The title that appears most frequently in the Bible is “the law” (torah). That’s right; not only do the biblical authors use the word “law” (torah) to refer to individual rules, but they also use it to refer to the entire covenant God made with Israel at Mount Sinai. This dual reference parallels our English word law, which we often use to designate both individual laws and the entire group of laws. For example, consider the following sentence: “The law permits certain actions that we would consider immoral.” Law in this sentence does not refer to one law but the entire system of laws. Once again, the context determines whether the word refers to an individual law or the covenant as a whole.

The Old Testament authors use the Hebrew title “law” (torah) (see Deut 4:8; 27:26; 28:58; 33:10; 2 Chron 6:16; 14:4) along with other terms. The New Testament authors, on the other hand, adopt the Greek word nomos (“law”) as their primary term for this covenant. For a good sampling of passages where New Testament authors use “law” to describe the entire covenant, read the books of Romans and Galatians (e.g., Rom 3:19-20; 4:13-15; Gal 3:17-25).

The second and third terms biblical authors use to describe the covenant God made with Israel at Sinai are the Mosaic covenant and the Sinai (or Sinaitic) covenant. The former reflects Moses’ role as the mediator of the covenant, and the latter relates to the location of the covenant ceremony. Regarding this location, biblical authors sometimes call the mountain Horeb (e.g., Deut 1:6, 19; 4:10; 5:2; 1 Kings 8:9; Ps 106:19; Mal 4:4), so when biblical authors mention a covenant at Horeb, they are referencing the same covenant.5


OLD COVENANT AND NEW COVENANT


Old covenant: The covenant God made with Israel at Mount Sinai. Moses served as the covenant mediator.

New covenant: The covenant God made with the church. Jesus initiated the covenant with his blood and serves as the covenant mediator.





The final term biblical authors use to describe this covenant is the old covenant. This term highlights the contrast between this covenant and the new covenant. This implicit contrast between old and new reminds me of AT&T’s “More Is Better” commercial, which begins with a man sitting in a circle with a group of kids and asking them, “Who thinks more is better than less?” When the kids raise their hands in approval, he asks, “Why?” Of course, the kids give cute answers that I know were in no way scripted by the producers. The commercial ends with the narrator saying, “It’s not complicated. More is better. And AT&T has the nation’s largest 4G network.” In a similar manner, the title old covenant implies, rightly so, the inferior nature of the covenant God made with Israel at Sinai. Although this title is limited to the New Testament (see 2 Cor 3:14; Heb 8:6), the contrast between the old covenant (mediated by Moses at Sinai and fulfilled by Jesus at the cross) and the new covenant (mediated and inaugurated by Jesus at the cross) begins in the Old Testament (see Deut 30:1-10; Jer 31:31-34; 32:39-41; Ezek 34:25-31; 36:24-38).

Since the Old Testament itself initiates this contrast and points its readers to the new covenant, we must not apply the term old covenant to the Old Testament as a whole. Readers with a knowledge of the terminology might be scratching their head at this point because covenant and testament are often used as synonymous terms. If the old covenant and the Old Testament are two different things, why are their names so similar? Like many of the titles given to the individual books within the Old Testament, the term Old Testament is based on tradition. In this case, the tradition began at the end of the second century.6 Unfortunately, the tradition from which we adopted this title equated the old covenant with the Old Testament. Even today, many Christians do not distinguish between the covenant Yahweh made with Israel at Sinai (i.e., old covenant) and the first thirty-nine books of the Bible (i.e., Old Testament). Historically, other titles have been used to designate these books of the Bible. For example, Jews commonly refer to the Old Testament as the Tanak, a title that reflects the three major divisions of the Hebrew Bible: Torah, Prophets (Nevi’im), and Writings (Ketuvim). Jesus used a similar title in Luke 24:44: “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms.” For the remainder of this book, I will use the term Hebrew Bible to designate these thirty-nine books. Although this term is not perfect (a small percentage of the Hebrew Bible contains Aramaic rather than Hebrew), it alleviates some of the confusion and negative connotations associated with the term Old Testament.


YAHWEH

The divine name God revealed to Moses in Exodus 3:14. The name appears in Hebrew as four consonants, YHWH (also called the Tetragrammaton), and is based on the phrase “I Am.”





HEBREW BIBLE

An alternate title for the Old Testament that reflects the original language in which the books were written.




To better understand the difference between the old covenant and the Hebrew Bible, we need to make an important distinction. John Sailhamer distinguishes between a historical event and the text that records the historical event.7 For example, George Washington was a historical figure who did many things throughout his lifetime. When someone writes a biography of George Washington, he or she must select certain events from his life based on the aspects of his life that he or she wants to emphasize. In other words, the biographer must interpret his life, which is why two biographies about the same person can have some significant differences. These differences do not necessarily equal contradictions; they can be complementary. For example, one biographer might focus on Washington’s public life, while another focuses on his family life. The two biographies will include different stories, and different aspects of Washington’s personality will emerge in each biography. These important distinctions apply to more than just biographies; they apply to any attempt to write about historical events.

We should apply the distinction between text and event to the old covenant and the Hebrew Bible. The old covenant was a historical event in which God made a covenant with his people. The Hebrew Bible is a book that records the old covenant and a host of other events. In writing about the old covenant, Moses—in the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible—chooses which laws and stories from Israel’s time at Mount Sinai to record in his book. Through his selectivity and emphases, Moses is not simply telling us that God made a covenant with Israel; he is telling us something about the covenant God made with Israel. In other words, Moses is giving his readers his interpretation of the event (the giving of the old covenant). And since I believe God inspired Moses to write the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, we as readers get the inspired interpretation of the event.8




DIVISIONS OF THE OLD COVENANT LAWS

Did you know that the traditional number of laws contained in the books of Genesis through Deuteronomy is 613? Regardless of whether the Jewish scholar Maimonides counted correctly, that is a lot of laws!9 Of course, when we compare them with the number of laws in many modern nations, the number does not seem quite as large. America’s federal government can institute that many laws in a year. Many local governments have more laws than the old covenant. Nevertheless, when one is reading Exodus, Leviticus, or Deuteronomy, 613 laws seems like a million!

Whenever we are dealing with such a large number of anything, it often helps to divide the items into smaller and more manageable units. In fact, if you are an obsessively organized person like me, you feel overwhelmed until you subdivide things into smaller groups. Occasionally, I will kick into organize mode at home and reorganize closets, cabinets, and our garage. I have even cataloged my personal library.

Like books in a library, we can group many of the old covenant laws according to their subject matter or other criteria. Organizing the laws in such a manner helps us see the major issues addressed in the old covenant. In what follows, I organize the old covenant laws according to (1) Israel’s location when God gave them the various laws and (2) the more specific subdivisions scholars have traditionally proposed.

Law groups according to the location of giving. God’s giving of the old covenant laws to the people of Israel occurs in the biblical text at three major locations. These locations reflect the postexodus journeys of God’s people and thus help us understand the larger story recorded in Exodus through Deuteronomy. The first and largest division of laws consists of the laws God gave at Mount Sinai. Israel arrives at Mount Sinai in Exodus 19 (the laws start coming in Exodus 20), and they do not leave until Numbers 10. Thus, Israel’s eleven months at Sinai comprise almost fifty-nine chapters of the Hebrew Bible (31.5 percent of the chapters in the Pentateuch).

The laws given to Israel during their journey in the wilderness make up the second major geographical grouping of the laws. Shortly after leaving Sinai, the Israelites rebel against the Lord by refusing to enter the Promised Land (Num 13–14). As punishment for such obstinate rebellion, the Lord condemns his people to wander in the wilderness for forty years (so the generation of perpetrators could die). During this forty-year period, the Lord gives many other laws to his people. These laws are intertwined with stories of Israel’s further rebellion in Numbers 15–36.

The final group of laws related to Israel’s geographical location consists of the laws Moses gives the Israelites on the plains of Moab. Just before his death, Moses gives a series of sermons to the new generation of Israelites who are at the edge of the Promised Land. The book of Deuteronomy records these sermons. Although Moses gives laws throughout the book of Deuteronomy, chapters 12–26 have the highest concentration of laws (i.e., the law code). In fact, in this section of Deuteronomy, Moses repeats some of the laws Yahweh gave at Sinai and in the wilderness (this is how Deuteronomy, which means “second law,” got its name) because he is speaking to a new audience. Since the exodus generation has died, Moses reminds their children of numerous laws (and adds a few new ones) as they prepare to enter the Promised Land.

Figure 1.1 provides a visual representation of the old covenant laws grouped according to the geographical locations we just discussed. The rectangle as a whole represents the first five books of the Bible (Genesis–Deuteronomy), while the smaller boxes represent the narrative portions of these books and the law groups just discussed.


[image:  Law groups according to place of giving]

Figure 1.1. Law groups according to place of giving




Law groups according to traditional subdivisions. The second way one can organize the old covenant laws is according to their traditional subdivisions. These divisions are more specific and content-oriented than the divisions based on Israel’s geographical location, thus giving us a better picture of the different issues addressed by the old covenant. In what follows, we will explore the various divisions book by book.

Laws in Exodus. The Ten Commandments (also known as the Ten Words—a literal translation of Ex 34:28 and Deut 4:13—or Decalogue) are the first laws Yahweh gives at Sinai and summarize Israel’s covenant obligations to Yahweh. Following a brief explanation of the people’s fear and their request for Moses to mediate the covenant (Ex 20:18-21), we encounter the second section of laws in Exodus. Scholars typically designate Exodus 20:1–23:33 the Covenant Code because after Moses wrote down everything the Lord said (Ex 24:4), he called this written material “the Book of the Covenant” (Ex 24:7). The Covenant Code contains the basic laws for governing the Israelite nation. These laws deal with servants, punishments for injury, animals, property, the Sabbath, festivals, and several other important issues.

The third major section of laws in Exodus, found in chapters 25–31, contains the instructions for the tabernacle. Two chapters within this section deal specifically with the priesthood. Chapter 28 contains instructions for the priestly garments, and chapter 29 includes the instructions for the consecration ceremony for Aaron and his sons to serve as priests. Several chapters later, we read about the actual construction of the tabernacle (Ex 35–40), although it feels as if we are rereading the instructions because of the numerous parallels between the two sections. This high degree of repetition between the instructions (Ex 25–31) and the description of the tabernacle’s construction (Ex 35–40) underscores the tabernacle’s significance10 and the people’s complete obedience: “According to all that the LORD had commanded Moses, so the people of Israel had done all the work” (Ex 39:42).

Before leaving Exodus, I must mention the small section of laws in Exodus 34. God gave these laws, which come just before the construction of the tabernacle, to Moses when he renewed the covenant after the people built the golden calf. Since these laws reflect a renewal of the covenant, many of them echo laws in the Ten Commandments and the Covenant Code (Ex 20:1–23:33).
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Figure 1.2. The laws of Exodus




Laws in Leviticus. Exodus concludes with Yahweh’s glory filling the tabernacle (Ex 40:34-38). Now that the tabernacle is complete, Leviticus 1–7 addresses one of the key activities the priests carried out in the tabernacle courts: the Israelites’ offerings. These laws outline regulations for five types of offerings (burnt, grain, fellowship, sin, and guilt) (Lev 1:1–6:7) and give instructions to the priests regarding their administration of these offerings (Lev 6:8–7:38).

The next section of laws appears in Leviticus 11–15. These laws deal with ceremonial cleanliness and address such topics as clean and unclean foods, purification after childbirth, skin diseases, mold, and bodily discharges. Since God required Israel to be holy, he gave them specific guidelines regarding ritual purity in their camp. Ritual or ceremonial purity (being “clean”) referred to the condition of a person who was fit to enter Yahweh’s holy areas (i.e., the camp or tabernacle).11 Throughout this section of laws, God gives precise distinctions between the clean and the unclean. At the end of this section, Yahweh states his purpose for distinguishing between the clean and unclean. According to Leviticus 15:31, Yahweh was protecting his people from defiling his tabernacle with their uncleanness and thereby incurring his wrath. For this reason, these laws emphasize the priests’ role as those who distinguish between the clean and unclean (cf. Lev 10:10).

The largest section of laws in Leviticus is the Holiness Code (Lev 17–26), so named because of the repetition of the phrase “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev 19:2; 20:26) and other similar phrases (cf. Lev 20:7; 21:8; 22:32-33). The laws of the Holiness Code address numerous topics, including the eating of blood, sexual activity, festivals, the Sabbath, and the Year of Jubilee. Most of Leviticus 26 consists of the covenant blessings and curses. In general, these laws relate to the conduct of the whole congregation more than the previous section.

Attentive readers might have noticed that I omitted a couple of chapters in my discussion of the laws in Leviticus: Leviticus 16 and 27. Scholars typically do not group these two chapters, which bracket the Holiness Code, with the larger groups of laws in Leviticus. Leviticus 16 is sandwiched between two of the major law groups and contains the instructions for the Day of Atonement, on which the nation made atonement for their sins. This chapter’s literary location highlights the importance of the Day of Atonement.12 Finally, Leviticus 27 serves as an epilogue for the book and deals with vows and things dedicated to the Lord.
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Figure 1.3. The laws of Leviticus




Laws in Numbers. Upon leaving Leviticus, we come to somewhat of a bump in the road when it comes to organizing the old covenant laws, since the laws in the book of Numbers are not in easily discernable units like those in Exodus and Leviticus. In general, we can arrange the laws of Numbers into two major groups. The first group, Numbers 1–10, contains various laws and deals with the arrangement of the camp as Israel prepares for their journey from Sinai to the Promised Land. The second group is scattered throughout the stories of Israel’s wilderness journey in Numbers 15–36 and consists of laws addressing a wide variety of issues.
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Figure 1.4. The laws of Numbers




Laws in Deuteronomy. The last major section of old covenant laws appears in the book of Deuteronomy. As previously mentioned, there are many laws throughout this book. Most of these laws are interspersed among the more general instructions given by Moses (e.g., “love the Lord,” “fear the Lord,” “serve the Lord”). However, one section, Deuteronomy 12–26, contains specific laws related to Israel’s conduct in the land. Scholars often call this section the Deuteronomic Code. Unlike some of the earlier laws in Exodus–Numbers that deal with Israel’s conduct during their journey to the land, the laws in the Deuteronomic Code deal explicitly with Israel’s conduct once they take possession of the land (see Deut 12:1). For this reason, Israel was unable to obey many of these laws until they arrived in the land.
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Figure 1.5. The laws of Deuteronomy







TYPES OF LAWS IN THE OLD COVENANT

Many of us understand all laws, including biblical laws, in terms of “thou shalt nots.” We might call these prohibitions; in the American legal system, they are statutory laws. “Thou shalt not drive over the speed limit.” “Thou shalt not take candy from the store without paying for it.” “Thou shalt not trespass on thy neighbor’s property.” These examples represent the way most of us think about these laws. Many people are unaware of another type of law called case law. Case law builds on precedents. When an issue arises that the current statutes do not address, someone (e.g., a judge) has to decide the legality of the matter. Such a decision becomes a precedent for future courts as they seek to interpret similar situations in light of the law. In fact, statutory and case laws are not the only types of laws in the American legal system, but before I get too deep in the murky waters of legal jargon, I will return to the old covenant laws.

Scholars typically categorize the old covenant laws in these same categories. Laws that give an absolute prohibition are apodictic laws. The Ten Commandments serve as a good example of this type of law since they prohibit certain actions in a straightforward manner (“You shall not . . .”). Like the American legal system, the old covenant also contains numerous case or casuistic laws. As noted previously, these laws build on precedent cases and typically appear as if-then statements (the “if” or “when” clause is called the protasis, and the “then” clause is designated the apodosis). Case laws are in many sections of the old covenant. In particular, the first half of the Covenant Code has a high frequency of this type of law. One example is Exodus 21:28: “When an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall be stoned, and its flesh shall not be eaten, but the owner of the ox shall not be liable.”

In addition to the casuistic and apodictic classifications, some scholars give more specific taxonomies of the old covenant laws. These other classifications deal primarily with the topics of the laws and not their forms (as with the apodictic/casuistic distinction). I will discuss the most common of these systems in the next chapter.


EXCURSUS: LAWS IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST


Archaeological discoveries have provided scholars with law collections that date from the middle of the third millennium BC to the middle of the first millennium BC. These law collections come from the ancient Near Eastern (ANE) regions of Mesopotamia, Syria, and Anatolia. The major ANE law collections are the Laws of Ur-Nammu (ca. 2100 BC), the Laws of Lipit-Eshtar (ca. 1900 BC), the Laws of Eshnunnu (ca. 1770 BC), the Laws of Hammurabi (ca. 1750 BC), the Middle Assyrian Laws (14th century BC), the Neo-Babylonian Laws (7th century BC), and the Hittite Laws (16th–12th century BC).13 Of these collections, the Laws of Hammurabi (LH) provide the most significant opportunity for comparison and contrast with the old covenant laws contained in the Pentateuch.

ANE law collections are similar to the old covenant laws in two major ways. First, like many of the old covenant laws, the majority of ANE laws appear in casuistic form. Second, the ANE collections contain many laws whose content is similar to the old covenant laws.14 We find a good sampling of these similar laws when we compare the Laws of Hammurabi with the Covenant Code (Ex 20:22–23:33). Specifically, the law concerning an ox that gores someone (Ex 21:28-32 and LH 250-52) and the law of lex talionis (the law of retribution) (Ex 21:23-25 and LH 196-97, 229-32) have the strongest parallels. Yet even these laws differ in some key details.

While scholars have long discussed the implications of the overlap between the old covenant laws and ANE laws, most agree that these similarities result from a common legal tradition and a shared way of life in the ancient Near East. Differences between the various ANE law collections demonstrate that different nations adapted the legal tradition to their contexts. The old covenant laws reflect this larger cultural legal tradition but also demonstrate numerous unique features.

One of the major discussions surrounding the ANE laws is the manner in which they functioned in the everyday lives of the citizens. Scholars typically point to thousands of ANE legal documents that do not reference any official legal collection. Such a phenomenon has led many scholars to conclude that these legal collections served an educational function in the scribal schools. In the case of the Laws of Hammurabi, the prologue and epilogue indicate that it functioned as royal propaganda since Hammurabi highlighted his justice before his people and the gods.

The old covenant laws—with their covenantal context—differ from the ANE laws at this point. Later biblical books, especially the Prophets, indicate that Yahweh expected Israel to obey his covenant stipulations (Is 5:24; Jer 11:2-10; Ezek 16:59). In fact, the Hebrew Bible connects Israel’s exile to their failure to obey the old covenant laws (2 Kings 17:13-19; 2 Chron 36:21). Although the old covenant laws highlighted Yahweh’s wisdom (and thus functioned in a manner similar to LH), they also functioned as the means by which Israel demonstrated their faithfulness to him. They were not merely royal propaganda or scribal fodder.








THE OLD COVENANT AND THE REST OF THE HEBREW BIBLE

Since the old covenant contains the laws by which the Israelites were to govern themselves in the Promised Land, it plays a significant role in the story after Israel leaves Sinai and enters the Promised Land. For this reason, the authors of the Hebrew Bible’s historical books often refer to this covenant as they tell the story of Israel’s conquest of the land (Joshua), the nation’s life inside the land (Judges–Kings), and the people’s return to the land after their exile in Babylon (Ezra–Nehemiah). Additionally, the prophets constantly exhort the people to obey this covenant so that the people might avoid the judgment that Yahweh promised to bring upon them for covenant disobedience. Thus, this covenant provides an important backdrop for the rest of the Hebrew Bible. Without a knowledge of this covenant, one cannot interpret the rest of the Hebrew Bible properly.

A clear understanding of the old covenant laws provides a foundation for addressing the important question, what do I, as a Christian, do with all these laws? It is to this question we now turn, but since interpreters have answered this question in a variety of ways, we are going to look at some common answers Christians give.
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