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Rough Guide to Hebrew Bible
Session Two: Liberation and Law (Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Numbers)

Part One: Background: Assessing the evidence for the Hebrew Bible (15 mins)
1. How far back does the evidence go: The Song of  Miriam and was there really an exodus? 

1. Exodus 15:20-21: 'Then Miriam the prophet, Aaron’s sister, took a timbrel in her hand, and all the 
women followed her, with timbrels and dancing. 21 Miriam sang to them: 

“Sing to the LORD, 
for he is highly exalted. 
Both horse and driver 
he has hurled into the sea.”'

2. Despite  all  the  ways  in  which  the  exodus  narratives  in  the  Bible  seem  to  be  non-historic,  
something about the  overall  pattern can,  in fact,  be related to what we know from historical 
sources was going on at the end of  the Late Bronze Age, 12th century BCE. 

3. Evidence:
1. We know that there were people taken to Egypt as slaves

During this period there likely were a lot of  people from the land of  Canaan, from regions of 
the eastern Mediterranean, in Egypt. Sometimes they were taken there as slaves. The local 
kings of  the city-states in Canaan would offer slaves as tribute to the pharaohs in order to 
remain in their good graces. This is documented in the Amarna letters discovered in Egypt. 

2. An Exodus? 
Canaanites went to Egypt for a variety of  reasons. They were generally assimilated—after a 
generation or two they became Egyptians. There is almost no evidence that those people left.  
But there are one or two Egyptian documents that record the flight of  a handful of  people  
who had been brought to Egypt for one reason or other and who didn't want to stay there, but  
there is no direct evidence that such people were connected with the exodus narrative in the  
Bible.

3. Small history big memory
It's possible that a charismatic leader, a Moses, rallied a few of  those people and urged them to 
make the difficult and traumatic and dangerous journey across the forbidding terrain of  the  
Sinai Peninsula, back to what their collective memory maintained was a promised land, but this  
was not likely to be the kind of  struggle with the Pharaoh that Exodus describes

Source: Carol Meyers, NOVA Bible's Buried Secrets

2. So why the difference between likely history and story?
History and Theology: text + evidence = theological agenda 

____________________________
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Part Two: Liberation today: Modern day slavery

1. Slavery Today:  A Conservative estimate puts modern day slavery at 27 million people in slavery 
today. This means that there are more people in slavery today than at any other time in human history.  
Slavery has existed for thousands of  years, but changes in the world’s economy and societies over the  
past 50 years have enabled a resurgence of  slavery:
1. The first, a recent population explosion has tripled the number of  people in the world, with most  

growth taking place in the developing world. 

2. The second, rapid social and economic change, have displaced many to urban centers and their 
outskirts, where people have no ‘safety net’ and no job security. 

3. The  third,  government  corruption  around  the  world,  allows  slavery  to  go  unpunished,  even 
though it is illegal everywhere. 

2. In this way millions have become vulnerable to slave holders and human traffickers looking to profit 
through the theft of  people’s lives. This new slavery has two prime characteristics: slaves today are 
cheap and they are disposable. 

Source: www.freetheslaves.net

Question: Why do you think slavery has persisted into our current age?

____________________________

Part Three: Law
The ten commandments and the other 603 

1. Exodus 1—18  narrates the story from slavery in Egypt through the crossing  of  the sea to the 
development  of  a  rudimentary  government  among  those  delivered.  The  rest  of  Exodus, 
Leviticus and Numbers lays out in detail the implications of  the covenant in the setting of  the 
people’s experience at Sinai. Deuteronomy restates that covenant in the form of  Moses’ farewell 
speeches. 

2. Exodus = The Way Out
3. The central theme of  Exodus—Deuteronomy remains God’s fulfillment of  the promises to 

the ancestors. Woven together with this theme is that of  the covenant which God establishes with 
the people of  Israel.
The  three main parts of  the promise—progeny,  protection (blessing),  and land—come into 
focus at different points in the narrative.

1. Progeny was the focus of  the later part of  Genesis, and God’s promise of  numerous 
descendants is nearing completion at the beginning of  Exodus.

2. As the people are delivered from slavery in Egypt and wander in the wilderness, the 
promise of  land becomes central.

3. In the covenant given at Sinai and in the speeches of  Moses in Deuteronomy, God’s 
blessing and protection of  the nation becomes the focus of  the story.

Source: Palmer, Exodus and Law Codes in the Torah
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2. Torah  is  much  broader  than  the  historical  experience  of  the  Hebrew  people  under  the 
leadership of  Moses. It comes to be seen as the instruction delivered by God to form the basis  
for ordering human existence. While this instruction is rooted in the story of  Moses at Sinai, it 
is clearly not limited to that experience.

3. There are two basic types of  laws in the Sinai narratives. 
1. Apodictic Law is law which states an unconditional command or prohibition, such as “You 

shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3).
2. Casuistic Law states a conditional command or prohibition, such as If  you lend money to 

my people. . .
4. At the heart is the Decalogue: Ex. 20:1-17; Deuteronomy 5:1-21

1. The Decalogue (Ten Commandments) is the most basic. It is the first such code (Ex. 20:1-17) 
and is repeated in Deuteronomy 5:1-21.  To distinguish it  from a different set of  laws 
presented later, this set is sometimes called the Ethical Decalogue.

2. These ten apodictic laws are divided into two groups. The first four deal with the people’s 
relationship with God.  The  last six  address the  relationship of  the people to one 
another.

5. The Covenant Code: Ex. 20:23—23:33
1. The Decalogue is followed by a collection of  mostly casuistic laws called the Covenant Code  

or the Book of  the Covenant (See 24:7). Many of  these laws elaborate on the Decalogue or 
provide for its interpretation in specific contexts. 

6. Other Codes:
1. Priestly Code: Exodus 25—Numbers 10:  forms a long collection of  laws concerned 

mainly with matters of  worship and the priesthood.
2. The Holiness Code: Leviticus 17—26: concentrating on the sacrificial system

Source: Palmer, Exodus and Law Codes in the Torah

4. CONTEXT: The Ten Commandments in the courthouse and the separation of  Church and state

Ten Commandments monument moved

1. Only one in five Americans approve of  the federal court order under which workers removed the Ten 
Commandments  monument  from  the  rotunda  of  Alabama's  state  judicial  building  Wednesday, 
according to a new poll.

2. The new CNN-USA Today-Gallup poll found 77 percent of  the 1,009 Americans interviewed earlier  
this week disapproved of  U.S. District Judge Myron Thompson's order to remove the monument.

3. Thompson  ruled  that  Alabama  Chief  Justice  Roy  Moore's  placement  of  the  2.6-ton  granite  
monument in the state building two years ago violated the U.S. Constitution's principle of  separation  
of  religion and government.

4. Outside the building, about 150 of  Moore's supporters vowed to keep fighting to get the monument 
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restored. Christian Defense Coalition director Pat Mahoney said supporters were "disappointed, but 
not discouraged." "We don't view this as a defeat at all," Mahoney said. "We're still calling people to 
come to Montgomery to take a look at where the 10 Commandments once stood."

Question: Why do you think America has such an attachment to the Ten Commandments?

____________________________
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