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 Hello again and welcome to another lesson in Religious Studies 101, Literature 

and World of the Hebrew Bible.  This is session 8 of the telecourse.  Again, my name 

is John Strong.  Today’s lesson is gonna be — is entitled Discussion of Selected Laws 

of Deuteronomy. 

 And just by way of review, in the last lesson we looked at the Deuteronomistic 

literature, but then we looked at the law upon which it was based and that’s the law in 

the book of Deuteronomy.  We talked about that law in terms of a constitution.  We 

talked about constitution in terms of protecting the power of each individual in society, 

limiting the power of those in authority so limiting the powers of the king, and we looked 

at a particular passage in Deuteronomy that did that.  

 If we had had more time and had wanted to go into it, we could’ve looked at how 

the supreme court or the supreme court in justice was controlled and under the law.  

We could’ve looked at how the Levitical priests who had the potential, who had a lot of 

power, because Levitical priests had control of and were the ones in front of whom law 

was to be written and so they had a lot of power potentially.  But the Deuteronomistic 

law limited their authority as well.  And we also could’ve looked at ways in which the 

law minimized or controlled — limited the power of the prophets as well who also had 

potential of having a lot of power. 

 Today, though, we want to look at a lot of the various laws that apply to 

individuals, apply to everyday life, and look at how these laws are working to protect the 

power and the autonomy of those who are in danger of being weak or oppressed in 

society.  And the thesis for today’s lesson — or one sentence, if I were to summarize it 
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that way, the laws of Deuteronomy reflect a concern for the weak, the individual, or the 

person in danger of being oppressed.  I want to take a look at how that plays itself out 

in some of these individual laws in the book of Deuteronomy. 

 I need to pause and take a little bit of a look at the background, sort of the 

backdrop or social milieu in which these laws played themselves out.  First of all, I want 

to review for you and discuss again the relationship of the king and the laws.  I’m using 

king in this sense, at this point in the discussion, sort of as a representative for all the 

government, for all the authority.  Not just the particular king himself. 

 Up on the screen right now is an image of Hammurabi receiving the laws from 

the divine king, from his god.  Hammurabi was an ancient Near Eastern king, a 

Mesopotamian king, who set up his capital in Babylon and this would’ve been in the 

second millennium, all the way in the middle between 2000 and 1000 B.C.E.  And there 

you see that Hammurabi is receiving the laws from the king and then he will hand down 

the laws to the people. 

 And so, in effect, the sense is that the king, Hammurabi, is over or above the law 

and it’s his divine wisdom that he receives from the great god Marduke, and who 

passes on this divine justice to the people.  But Hammurabi places himself over the 

law.  And then the laws that are listed in Hammurabi’s code — and I doubt that we’ll get 

to  looking at any of those in particular this course.  But there’s a whole slab of many, 

many laws.  But these were all laws that were designed and written by Hammurabi and 

his court to be — to instill justice in Babylonian society.  But again, Hammurabi and the 

royal court were in essence over and above the laws. 
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 Deuteronomy was a shift.  It was a paradigm shift, you could say, in how — in 

the relationship between the king and the government and the laws that ruled Israelite 

society.  Deuteronomy presented itself as a law given by God to Moses -- not the king, 

but by Moses -- and Moses handed it down to the community.  And out of that 

community came a leader, the king.  But along with everyone else in that community, 

the king was subject to those laws.  The laws had to be written in front of the king.  

And so there was a distinct difference there. And so that concern starts with the king 

— it starts with eliminating the king’s power and shows up in protecting all the power of 

the individuals. 

 Another point that needs to be highlighted here, that I want to highlight, is that 

Israelite society in the first millennium B.C.E. was a patriarchal society.  That’s just a 

fact.  That it was the men in the society who had power and who controlled power.  It 

was the sons who received inheritance.  There’s a passage in the Hebrew Bible that 

talks about the daughters of Zelophehad who make a special plea to inherit their 

father’s inheritance, his land.  They want to inherit that land because he had no sons 

and they have no brothers.  But that special plea proves the point that it was a 

patriarchal society.  The sons inherited the property and they therefore controlled the 

assets of the society. 

 In the ancient Near East and in ancient Israel itself, women were considered to 

be a part of that — of a man’s property.  His daughters were a part of the property, the 

material assets that he had.  That sounds very harsh to us and it was very harsh.  I 

don’t want to minimize it, but I also do want to contextualize it a little bit.  That does not 
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mean that men did not love their daughters in the ancient Near East.  When I was in 

Israel I had a conversation with an Israeli archaeologist who talked about Bedouin 

society today as well as ancient Near Eastern society, and we were talking about this 

fact.  Bedouins today, if they are talking among themselves and talking freely, and 

they’re asked how many children do you have, they will say, “I have three children.”  

Well, what they mean is, “I have three sons.”  That’s who they’re counting as their 

children.  They’re not counting their daughters.  And it sounds very harsh.  But it does 

not mean that they don’t love their daughters, that they don’t treasure them.  In the 

same way, in ancient Near Eastern society and in ancient Israelite society, fathers 

certainly loved their daughters.  They may not have listed them among their children.  

They may not have given their daughters property.  They may have treated their 

daughters a certain way — and we’ll see that — as property, so that when a daughter is 

married she is — the groom pays a price for her.  Nevertheless, we shouldn’t — that 

shouldn’t blind us to the fact that fathers loved their daughters. 

 Another aspect of ancient Israelite society is honor and shame, and this is a 

social capital.  In ancient villages, people didn’t have a lot of stuff. They didn’t have a 

lot of wealth.  A four-room house looked like a four-room house, and they were pretty 

much the same size.  They didn’t have nice cars, they didn’t have fancy lawns, they 

didn’t have boats, etc., etc., etc.  It’s not to say that there wasn’t some material capital 

that would distinguish people.  But a lot of what distinguished people and created social 

gradations in society is honor and shame, and what brings honor to a family and what 

would bring shame to a family.  Well, with that as a backdrop, these are things that, as 
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we go through some of these laws, we will touch upon some of these things. 

 Now, in the assignment for this lesson, you should’ve worked through a number 

of different verses and answered a few questions.  I will go through that now with you.  

But again, as you approach these kinds of assignments, it’s gonna be much more 

instructive for you to do them yourself ahead of time, look and think through these 

verses ahead of time, and not wait for me just to hand you the answers.  But let’s walk 

through this and you’ll at least get to see how I’m thinking through this and how they 

relate to some of this material -- background material that we just talked about. 

 When we come to the first one, we come to Deuteronomy 19, 15 to 21, and this 

is an issue — deals with an issue about bearing false witness or a testimony in testifying 

in court.  And the text says, “A single witness shall not suffice to convict a person of 

any crime or wrongdoing in connection with any offense that may be committed.  Only 

on the evidence of two or three witnesses shall a charge be sustained.  If a malicious 

witness comes forward to accuse someone of wrongdoing, then both parties to the 

dispute shall appear before the Lord, before the priest and judges who are in office in 

those days, and the judges shall make a thorough inquiry.  If the witness is a false 

witness, having testified falsely against another, then you shall do to the false witness 

just as the false witness had meant to do to the other.  So you shall purge the evil from 

your midst.” 

 And again, it’s worthwhile going back and thinking about some of the 

Deuteronomistic laws.  One of the laws that we — that appeared earlier in the book, 

one of the laws that show up in the Ten Commandments and Deuteronomy 5:20 is the 
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eighth commandment, and that’s the commandment Thou Shalt Not Bear False 

Witness.  This is an instance or a case that applies to that principle, that law, showing 

up in Deuteronomy 5:20.  And if you think about it, ancient Israelite society was an oral 

society.  Today we are basically a written society or a society that documents 

everything.  In court today — in our courts the question is always about, “Well, what’s 

the documentation?  What emails have been sent back and forth?  What do they say?  

What do the accounting records say?”  I’m thinking in terms of some of the Enron 

lawsuits that are taking place here in January of 2006. 

 But in ancient Israelite society, it was an oral society and much of what was done 

in court was based upon oral testimony.  This person’s word against another.  That 

made it very tenuous if it happened that the people making the accusations were lying 

and those lying accusations would actually be a way to maybe coerce something from 

another person. 

 Let me give you an example.  If you look at First Kings 21, 1 through 29, you 

hear the story about Naboth’s garden.  Naboth was a fellow — he had a beautiful 

vineyard and it was right there up against the wall of the city of Samaria, and King Ahab 

coveted that.  Again, it’s the law.  In one of the Ten Commandments it says Thou Shall 

Not Covet Another Person’s Property.  Ahab did and Ahab wanted that.  Oh, he pined 

away.  And Jezebel, his wife, a foreign wife — again, there’s a law that kings should 

not take foreign wives.  Ahab broke that law.  Jezebel, a foreign wife, comes in and 

says, “Well, what’s the big deal?  Why don’t you just take that property from Ahab?  

You’re the king.” 
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 And so they wrestled themselves up a couple of false witnesses and they made 

an accusation against Naboth and accused him.  He had two witnesses.  Both of them 

in this instance were false.  He was murdered, the king took his property, and things in 

the end didn’t turn out very well for the king but that’s what happened.  There’s an 

example of Deuteronomistic law saying that you need at least two or three witnesses to 

make a charge stick against somebody.  But you see the danger of an oral society.  In 

this instance it is the person being accused that’s in danger of being oppressed and it is 

the person being accused that this law seeks to protect.  And it is a good instance of — 

or it is an ancient Israelite expression of the principle of innocence until proven guilty. 

 Let’s move on to Deuteronomy 21, 10 through 14.  Here is a story, instance, of 

what happens when an Israelite goes out to fight and he runs across a foreign woman.  

She’s beautiful and he’d like to take her as his wife.  And again, the question is who’s in 

danger of being oppressed here?  Let’s read the verses.  “When you go out to war 

against your enemies and the Lord your God hands them over to you, and you take 

them captive, suppose you see among the captives a beautiful woman whom you desire 

and want to marry.  And so you bring her home to your house.  She shall shave her 

head, pare her nails, discard her captive’s garb, and shall remain in your house a full 

month, mourning for her father and mother.” 

 What’s going on here is that from her perspective she has — her family has died 

to her and she has been cut off from that family.  She’s been cut off from her people, 

her nation.  She’s been taken from them and they have died.  And she is being given 

the right to mourn their death.  And so there is, in this instance, a protection of the 
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woman, giving her the respect due her to mourn the death of her family, her mother and 

father.  “After that you may go into her and be her husband, and she shall be your wife.  

But if you’re not satisfied with her, you shall let her go free and not sell her for money.  

You must not treat her as a slave since you have dishonored her.”   

 And here there is a potential for abuse, for really opening up slave trade in 

ancient Israelite society.  A man — he could see a woman, maybe a number of women, 

and supposedly take them as his wives, and then sell them as prostitutes, sell them as 

slaves, sell them for his own profit.  And so he’s made — and the danger is that these 

women will become victims of sex trade, something that again we see out in the world 

today.  And the people being protected, then, are these captive women.  And if a man 

truly sees a woman that he truly wants to marry, and he truly thinks that he’s in love with 

her, that’s permissible.  Romance the Hebrew Bible has room for.  But slave trade, sex 

trade, that is impermissible by Israelite society and it’s the women who are being 

protected here. 

 Let’s move on to Deuteronomy 21, 15 through 17.  “If a man has two wives, one 

of them loved and the other disliked, and if both the loved and the disliked have borne 

him sons, the firstborn, being the son of the one who’s disliked, then on the day when 

he wills his possessions to his sons, he is not permitted to treat the son of the loved as 

a firstborn in preference to the son of the disliked who’s a firstborn.  He must 

acknowledge as firstborn the son of the one who is disliked, giving him a double portion 

of all that he has since he is the first issue of his virility and the right of the firstborn is 

his.” 
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 And again, the ancient Near Eastern principle and the ancient Israelite principle 

involved here is that the firstborn of a man’s household, the first of his sons, is the 

leader of that next generation.  That person has the legal standing and it’s a legal 

standing of being the patriarch for that next generation.  As the patriarch, that person 

also — with that privilege comes a certain number of responsibilities, and with it comes 

an extra portion of the inheritance.  It is a legal system involved there. 

 Now, the danger is that what if the — if a person has taken two wives — by the 

way, I need to back up and make one other point.  A part of a son’s responsibility is to 

take care of his parents, honor your father and your mother.  If — and that means that 

the — particularly the mother who in a patriarchal society is in danger if she becomes 

widowed.  She’s in danger of sort of falling through the cracks of society and it will be 

up to the son to take care of her.  Well, particularly she’s in danger if she is the least 

liked of a man’s two wives.  Now, if she bears the first child, though, then she has — 

her son still has the right and cannot be neglected or denied his legal standing as the 

firstborn.  And as a result of that, then that firstborn son is expected who — who has a 

double portion of the inheritance — is expected to use that to protect and uphold the 

dignity and needs of life, and that sort of things, of his mother who wasn’t the favorite 

wife but still deserves the protection of the law. 

 In this instance, then, who’s being protected is the least liked wife and her son 

who’s in danger of being — falling through the cracks of society as this least liked wife 

and her son, and who the law is protecting is this person — these two people.  

Protecting them and saying that nevertheless they cannot be denied their legal rights.  
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And so the law is upholding them. 

 Now, let’s look at another instance, Deuteronomy 22, 23 through 27.  “If there’s 

a young woman, a virgin already engaged to be married, and a man meets her in the 

town and lies with her, ye shall bring both of them to the gate of that town and stone 

them to death.  The young woman because she did not cry for help in the town and the 

young man because he violated his neighbor’s wife.  So ye shall purge the evil from 

your midst.” 

 Again, I think it’s important to step back and look at the background that’s going 

on and the background in ancient Israelite society.  For ancient Israelite society and 

really for modern day society, marriage and the protection of marriage and protections 

around sex were very important.  Today in our society we still talk about healthy sexual 

behavior and the dangers involved in promiscuity.  And so there’s still — we still, even 

though we’re a much looser society than what ancient Israelite society was, we still 

recognize the dangers that come with that. 

 Well, in ancient Israelite society, the way they protected sex and controlled sex is 

through marriage and the way they controlled that was through fathers making 

arrangements.  The father of the groom would come to the father of the bride and he 

would say, “My son is seeing your young daughter and he’s very attracted to her, and 

he’s in love with her.  He’d like to marry her.”  And the father of the young woman 

says, “I can understand that.  She’s just a delight.  I love her dearly.”  And the 

expectation is that she is a virgin and that no other man has any kind of a claim on her.  

And so there is a price that the two fathers agree to and they — and at that point, then, 
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the young man and the young woman are betrothed.  There’s a promise.  These two 

are engaged and they’re going to get married.  The young man is working to pay off 

whatever the price the two fathers agreed to, whatever that contract was. 

 And so she is a promised woman.  She’s not free to find a man out there.  And 

so for another man to have sex with her and for her to have sex with another man is 

breaking the bonds of marriage in Israelite society.  And if you look back at 

Deuteronomy 5:18 and Deuteronomy 5:21, you look at the sixth and the ninth 

commandments: You shall not commit adultery and you shall not covet or want to take 

another man’s wife.  And these are the two laws that are being violated.  They’re 

central to Israelite society and to their community.  They’re central to the laws around 

marriage.  They’re central to concepts of honor and shame, and those kinds of values 

that hold Israelite society together. 

 And so this law is protecting that and it’s asking who has violated this law.  Well, 

first of all, the sexual intercourse happens within the city.  And if you ever go to an 

archaeological site — and you will via the television here in a couple of lessons — an 

ancient Israelite city is a small place.  It’s just a few acres.  There are yards here in 

Springfield, Missouri, bigger than a lot of these ancient Israelite cities.  And they lived 

within walls and the cities were filled with people, and I guarantee everyone knew what 

was going on within the walls of that city. 

 And so for a woman not to cry out and not to scream rape or something along 

those lines indicated her complicity in ancient Israelite eyes, indicated her complicity in 

this act, indicated that she along — that she complied with the man to break this bond of 
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and the promise of marriage.  To break the laws against adultery and the laws against 

coveting another man’s wife.  And so they were complicit in that and so they both 

deserve punishment. 

 Now, let’s go to the very next one, though — the very next law.  “But if the man 

meets the engaged woman in the open country and the man seizes her and lies with 

her, then only the man who lay with her shall die.  You shall do nothing to the young 

woman.  The young woman has not committed an offense punishable by death 

because this case is like that of someone who attacks and murders a neighbor.  Since 

he found her in the open country, the engaged woman may have cried out for help but 

there was no one to rescue her.” 

 And so the issue here is that in the open country — and again, if you go to Israel 

and you just use a little bit of imagination, it’s a vast open country and the chances of 

meeting someone up in the open country in ancient Israel — it would be very easy for 

someone to do violence.  And you read, therefore, in the Bible stories about people 

meeting each other on the road and how dangerous it was to travel on roads because 

people were unprotected. 

 Who is unprotected in this story?  Who is in danger of being oppressed?  Who 

is in danger of being taken advantage of?  In this instance it’s the woman.  She’s out in 

the open country.  There’s no one there to rescue there and there’s no one there to 

help there.  And the assumption is made that she’s innocent, that she did cry out, that 

she did not want to break the bond of betrothal, the marriage contract that had already 

been made.  She did not want to violate that.  And therefore, she won’t be killed but 
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the man will.  And so there is a protection of her there. 

 Deuteronomy 22, 28 to 29.  “If a man meets a virgin who’s not engaged and 

seizes her and lies with her and they are caught in the act, the may who lay with her 

shall give 50 shekels of silver to the young woman’s father and she shall become his 

wife.  Because he violated her, he shall not be permitted to divorce her as long as he 

lives.”  Who’s in danger of being oppressed or unprotected here?  In this instance, you 

have no marriage contract.  She’s not promised to anyone.  There’s not another family 

or another young man out there who expects to marry this young woman who’s a virgin.  

There’s not that out there.  However, now this woman’s father cannot go — let’s say a 

year from now.  A father comes up and says, “My son would like to marry your 

daughter.”  The father cannot say, “Well, my daughter is a virgin and the price is 

such-and-such.”  She has been tainted and she has been shamed, and the family has 

been shamed.  There’s a loss of honor there.  For all these reasons, there has been 

an injury and there needs to be justice and a price exacted for that injury. 

 And so the man who lay with her, he is required to pay a bride price and there’s a 

specified price.  This is how much — this is what this contract is.  And the view in 

ancient Israelite society is the woman has been shamed, the family has been shamed, 

the man must make it right by taking her on as his wife.  He must conclude this 

marriage contract with her by paying the 50 shekels.  Moreover, he can never divorce 

her.  He can never dishonor her again in such a way by throwing her out on society.  

She would be in danger if he married her but then divorced her.  She would be in 

danger of falling through the cracks.  Ancient Israelite society is not going to allow that 
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to happen. 

 And so who’s being protected?  The family that’s being dishonored, the father 

that’s been dishonored, but it’s also the woman who’s been dishonored.  Why is 

divorce not allowed?  Again, it is to protect this young woman and her honor, and not to 

shame her once more.  It is not — some students have suggested, “Gee, I think they’d 

do that so that the man will feel guilty every time he sees her and says, ‘Oh, boy.  I 

shouldn’t have done that.’” That’s not what’s going on.  It is to say you are going to — if 

you want to act as a married man, as a husband toward that woman, by lying with her, 

then you’re going to take on all the responsibilities of being a husband toward that 

woman.  That’s what’s going on. 

 Deuteronomy 24, 14 through 15.  “You shall not withhold the wages of the poor 

and the needy laborers whether other Israelites or aliens who reside in your land in one 

of your towns.  Ye shall pay them their wages daily before sunset because they’re poor 

and their livelihood depends on them.  Otherwise they might cry to the Lord against you 

and you would incur guilt.” 

 Again, who’s in danger here?  Israelite society was an agrarian society.  People 

lived largely hand-to-mouth.  A poor worker goes out there, works in the field, and he 

basically contracts to harvest a certain territory, a certain piece of ground.  And so he 

harvests — brings in this harvest, fulfills his contract, is paid his daily wages.  On the 

way into the city he goes through the city gates.  And you are going to hear here in a 

couple of lessons and we’re gonna have some video clips on the role of city gates in 

ancient Israelite society.  It’s very interesting.  But that was the public shopping mall as 
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well as the grocery store, as well as the county courthouse.  So as people come back 

into their homes, they go through the city gates and they buy their grain, they buy their 

rooster or their chicken to eat, or whatever.  They probably didn’t eat meat.  Their fruit 

and whatever they’re gonna eat for their family that night.  They buy all that, they bring 

it home to their family, and the women in their household cook it up.  And they need 

that for that day.  If they’re not paid that day, they don’t have it and a family goes 

hungry.  So who’s in danger here of losing their livelihood, of going hungry that night, of 

starting to fall through the cracks of society?  It’s the poor person.  And so there’s a 

law to require and to protect that person. 

 Deuteronomy 24, 14 through 15 — 24, 17 through 22.  “Ye shall not deprive a 

resident alien or an orphan of justice.  You shall not take a widow’s garment in pledge.  

Remember that you were a slave in Egypt and that the Lord, your God, redeemed you 

from there.  Therefore, I command you to do this.  When you reap your harvest in your 

field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back and get it.  It shall be left for 

the alien, the orphan, the widow, so that the Lord your God may bless you in all your 

undertakings.  When you beat your olive trees, do not strip what is left.  It shall be for 

the alien, the orphan and the widow.” 

 And who’s in danger here and why are they in danger?  Well, obviously it’s the 

alien, the orphan and the widow.  Why?  The alien because they’re not Israelite.  

They’re not protected by Israelite laws nor do they have a household, a family, or 

therefore a status, and therefore there’s not this honor and shame system that protects 

them and gives them a certain standing in the community in a way to develop a 
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livelihood. 

 The orphan and the widow are in the same boat.  Because it’s a patriarchal 

society and they’ve lost their household, and they don’t have that household, the 

patriarch, to protect them and provide for them the honor and shame system to give 

them a standing and a way to go out and make a livelihood for themselves.  They’re in 

danger of falling through the cracks of society and not having something to eat. This is 

ancient Israel’s welfare system and it is a way in which these people can go and pick up 

the remaining harvest that’s left out there and have something of an existence.  

Although very meager, some kind of an existence out there. 

 Finally, Deuteronomy 25, 1 through 3, the flogging of the criminal.  “Suppose two 

persons have a dispute and enter into litigation, and the judges decide between them 

declaring one to be in the right and the other to be in the wrong.  If the one in the wrong 

deserves to be flogged, the judge shall make that person lie down and be beaten in his 

presence, in the presence of the judge, with the number of lashes proportionate to the 

offense.  Forty lashes may be given but not more.  If more lashes than these are 

given, your neighbors will be degraded in your sight.” 

 Again, who’s being protected here?  It’s the criminal.  It’s the one who not only 

has been accused, but has been proved to be in the wrong.  In our criminal justice 

system is based upon protecting those who are accused.  People are innocent until 

proven guilty.  And providing protection as well and rights as well for those who are in 

prison and those who have been convicted.  And so there are rights of appeal and 

there are certain standards in prisons.  And there are watchdog groups out there who 
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call prisons.  Certainly in the last year or so the atrocities at Abu Grab in Iraq have 

been a horrible embarrassment and worse for our society. 

 In ancient Israel there were the same sorts of protections.  The judge is there to 

guard over how many lashes were being administered in order to make sure that the 

punishment was carried out properly and not too many lashes were handed out, 

because the person administering the beating was malicious or whatever.  The person 

being protected again is the prisoner.  That’s the person who’s in danger of being 

abused at that point.  That’s the person who’s endangered of not having rights — legal 

rights under the justice system, and that’s the person that these laws are trying to take 

care of and protect. 

 I want to conclude right now by just reminding and reemphasizing again.  

Deuteronomistic law — one of its characteristics I want to emphasize here — sought to 

protect those who were in danger of falling through the margins of society.  The alien, 

the orphan and the widow is a good example, a good expression of that.  And 

Deuteronomistic law sought to protect these people and it is an example of how 

Deuteronomistic law sought to give political power and autonomy and strength to 

everyone in society, at least to some degree, and to limit the authority of the king and of 

the government and the royal officials. 

 Well, with that in mind, we will move on from talking about Deuteronomistic law 

and move on to talking about Deuteronomistic history.  We’ll pick that up in our next 

lessons.  See you then. 

 


