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Some Thoughts on Mosaic Law, P. Henry 

 

 There are various ways you may expand discussion on the Mosaic codes of law in 

Exodus, Chps. 20-23. Here are some things that come to my mind.   

 The Mosaic codes are one of several ancient codes of law with enduring significance to 

the evolution of law over time, and are predated by the Code of Hammurabi (circa 1750 BCE) 

which has similar elements of efforts to establish proportionality between severity of offense and 

punishment, punishment based on physical retaliation (lex talonis: “an eye for an eye”), and 

distinctions of justice based on class standing of offender and victim. Later on will come the 

Roman law of the Twelve Tables (451 BCE), also with similar elements. So one line of 

discussion may be about connections among laws across ancient civilizations and to our present 

time. Laws continue to be made today based in the principle of an eye for an eye, though the 

meaning of proportional justice may be quite different than it was in the past. Conceptions of 

value of human life, means of determining innocence or guilt, and forms of punishment change, 

but fundamental lines of connection exist across the ancients to present in perceptions of public 

morality and the search for just enforcement of such conduct codes.  

There are some remarkable similarities about classes of behavior that are judged to be 

inherently wrong over time, acts of physical harm and property violation that are known as mala 

in se (wrong in themselves). Legal scholars call this natural law, and maintain that core values of 

Western civilization are rooted in these codes. Many other legal codes are tied to the tune of the 

times, reflecting contemporary standards of morality. It may be useful to excerpt specific laws 

from the Code of Hammurabi and Roman law that illustrate similarities and differences with 

Mosaic law.  

Another approach to discussion would be to ask “What are the purposes of these laws for 

the Israelite society?” What are their functions? All legal codes function to enforce social control 

of the people and to maintain social order. There are many passages in Exodus that you and your 

students might cite which illustrate this. You might also ask the students to think about the 

condition of the Hebrew people being led out of Egypt by Moses that would invite the need for 

such codes. They are leaving behind some things that are old and familiar and becoming 

something new and uncertain in various respects.  

They abruptly leave their home and culture of centuries for a new home to be established 

in a difficult trek through the wilderness to the unknown. They leave a state of slavery for a state 

of freedom, implying a new, voluntary opportunity to choose between good and evil. And they 

leave a religious context of belief in may Gods that inhabit the natural world for a new belief in 

one, transcendent God. In this context of rapid, major social changes, the need for law is great.  

Various sources discuss the relationship between God’s covenant with the Hebrew people 

and the law. You might address this by simply asking students how they interpret the relationship 

between covenant (or contract) and law. In short, God makes a promise to take special care of his 

chosen people, but only if they obey the law of God. Thus, law becomes a significant aspect of 

the Hebrew world. 

In my more cynical moments, I think we tend to casually view law as a detached and 

sterile set of expectations that demand our unreflective obedience, much like stop and go at the 

red and green of a traffic light. In fact, many of the significant themes of this course, and our 

civilization are raised by considering the law, such as morality, justice, freedom, and equality. 

Good luck with encouraging your students to make such connections. 


