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1. Martin Luther, in How Christians Should Regard Moses, explained: "It is not enough 

simply to look and see whether this is God's word [or] whether God has said it; 

rather we must look and see to whom it has been spoken, whether it fits us. That 

makes all the difference between night and day" (American Edition 35:170). 

 

 

2. Skim Deuteronomy 13:1-18.  

 

DISCUSS: In Old Testament Israel’s form of government, church and state were 

combined and false doctrine was a civil crime. By contrast, in America, 

we do not (or should not) seek to get the government to punish false 

religious teachers. Are we ever tempted to wish that sometimes the 

government would punish people who do not believe the way we do? 

 

 

3. Skim Deuteronomy 14:3-21. 

 

DISCUSS: If you were an Old Testament Israelite, what favorite foods would you 

no longer be allowed to eat?  

 

DISCUSS: Although the Old Testament dietary laws are no longer required of 

Christians, have you found that some Christians feel a special religious 

zeal to get us to eat or not eat certain ways? 

 

 

4. Skim  Deuteronomy 16:1-16. What did the yearly cycle of worship in the Old 

Testament communicate to Israelites?  

 

DISCUSS: Many Christian churches have followed a similar weekly and yearly 

cycle in their worship lives? Do you find this helpful to your worship, 

or too binding on your freedom? 

 

 

5. Read Deuteronomy 19:18-21. These verses (also Exodus 21:24-27 and Leviticus 

24:20) are sometimes called the lex talionis, the “law of retaliation.” 

 

 DISCUSS: Do these verses make it legitimate for people to exact private 

revenge?  

 



 

 

6. Read Deuteronomy 21:15-22. Two surprising laws on “family values”! (other 

similar laws are in Deuteronomy 22:13-20 and 24:1-4) 

 

 DISCUSS: Can you envision that both of these laws were intended to protect 

society, rather than apparently endorsing polygamy and cruel 

punishment? 

 

 

7. Read Deuteronomy 22:9-11. These laws might seem minor and picky.  

 

 DISCUSS: What larger purpose might these laws have? 

 

 

8. Read Deuteronomy 25:5-12. The first law required what we today might call “low 

tech” surrogate parenting. Both laws protected the right of a man to have legal 

offspring and so continue the family line. 

 

DISCUSS: Luther suggested that a general maxim to be drawn from the second 

law here (25:11-12) is that “evil should not be done that good may 

come of it.” Can you think of current examples in which it is an 

attractive temptation to do something sinful because of a “high good” 

that may come of it? 

 

 

     

 

 

One way to understand these Old Testament laws better is to compare them to laws found 

in other Ancient Near Eastern societies. Jewish commentator Nahum Sarna, in his 

commentary on the book of Exodus, listed ways in which the laws given at Mt. Sinai were 

more humane than those of nearby nations. He mentioned: 

 

• A heavy emphasis was placed on the most unfortunate people in society. 

• There was an interweaving of “sacred” and “secular.” 

• All people were obligated to know and obey the laws. 

• “Motive” phrases were interspersed with laws. 

• Equal justice was intended for all classes of people. 

• Physical mutilation was very seldom prescribed. 

• Human life was more valuable than property. 

Nahum Sarna, Exploring Exodus, 171-82. 

 

 

 

 


