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A man in the old West was being tried for stealing a horse. Stealing a horse in that time and place was a very grave offense. A person could be hanged if found guilty of such a deed. It just so happened, however, that the man whose horse had been stolen was NOT very popular in town. He was the kind of guy who always made it a point to get the best of any person with whom he had any dealings, and he never did anything good for anyone. As a consequence, despite being the victim, he didn't have a single friend in the entire town. 
The case was tried and presented to the jury. The evidence against the accused man was pretty strong. After about thirty minutes of deliberation, the jury returned to the court chambers. “Gentlemen of the jury, have you reached a verdict?” the judge asked. 
The chairman of the jury stood up. “Yes we have, your honor,” he replied.

“What is your verdict?” inquired the judge. 
There was a few moments of silence and then the chairman spoke. “We find the defendant not guilty if he will return the horse.” 
After the judge had silenced the laughter in the courtroom, he admonished the jury. “I cannot accept that verdict. You will have to retire until you reach another verdict.” The jury went back into their room to deliberate toward another verdict. About an hour passed before the jury could reach another verdict. They re-entered the courtroom. They took their place in the jury box and the courtroom grew silent.
“Gentlemen of the jury,” began the judge, “have you reached a verdict?”

The chairman of the jury stood up. “Yes we have, your honor,” he replied.

“What is your verdict?” asked the judge. 
The courtroom was totally silent. You could have heard a pin drop. Everyone eagerly awaited the verdict. The chairman read the decision reached by the twelve good men, tried and true. “We find the defendant not guilty, and he can keep the horse!”
Frontier justice is a little different. Under normal circumstances, however, it was “hang-em first, ask questions later.” But the primitive environment of the wandering tribe of Israel makes the Wild West look tame. Laws were needed. Unlike our society, there was no separation of church and state. All laws came from the same source, even if they might fall under the category of civil law today. From our perspective it was very rough justice, but that’s because we’re not comparing it to the right things. Technically these laws are referred to as the holiness codes, because they were designed to set Israel apart from other nations.
The ancient Israelite laws were not entirely different from their neighboring nations. Despite the fact that we’ve grown to think of the Canaanites as the most evil people possible, their law code had a lot of parallels. Specific money damages were to be paid to victims of crimes. Sometimes the death penalty was invoked. But there were differences. The law codes of Israel’s neighbors do not claim to be from God. They are alleged to be given by kings. We know how that really goes. Lawyers wrote it all up and the king attached his signature. The prologue to these laws always consists of a lot of bragging by the king about how great he is, and that he is the personal favorite of the gods. God, being God, doesn’t do that. 

Despite the superficial parallels, however, the differences between Israel and her neighbors were significant. First, Israel’s laws were egalitarian. The same punishment was established for all. We take this for granted, but equality under the law is a relatively new phenomenon. In all of the other ancient codes the person’s social class is a factor. There were definite advantages to being a member of the aristocracy. While Israel’s laws did accept slavery, limitations were also set on the behavior of the master. A master was not free to kill his slaves. He was in neighboring societies. The laws of Israel were also not sexist. Yes, you heard me correctly. Everything is relative, remember? According to Hittite law punishment was given to a kidnapper if a male child was taken, but girls didn’t matter. In Israel, both boys and girls were included under the law, and kidnapping was a death penalty offense. According to most of the other ancient laws the woman was punished for adultery by being put to death, but not the man. The laws of Israel included both. And while we find the amount of times the death penalty is mentioned very disturbing to say the least, within Israel the death penalty was applied only in cases involving human beings, not property. A thief was never executed for being a thief. This was most definitely NOT the case with the competition. Capital punishment according to the Code of Hammurabi was meted out for stealing property belonging to a temple or palace, selling stolen property, making a false report concerning stolen property (I don’t know if we’d call that insurance fraud today) in cases where a member of the aristocracy robbed another member of the aristocracy, and stealing goods from a house that is on fire while there to put out the fire. I love how laws tell us so much about a society. If it wasn’t done, there wouldn’t be a law against it.
They didn’t have prisons in ancient Israel. There was no where to put violent offenders. You couldn’t move a jail cell around the wilderness. Punishment had to be swift and immediate. It was either physical in nature, fatal, or involved making restitution. By Jesus’ day there were prisons, and the Romans were running them. The Jews were not allowed to carry out capital punishment. Jesus’ message in this new time and place was quite different. Directly quoting Leviticus Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.”
There are those today who want to retain the harshness of the holiness codes. They are usually very selective when they do so. Gay people should be killed, but we’ll ignore the part that says our rebellious teenagers should be stoned to death for mouthing off. Matthew 5: 17 is often used as a proof text that these laws are still in effect. Jesus says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.” In using this text as a proof-text for their own legalistic agenda, this they misunderstand Jesus. Jesus did replace the Old Testament law, repeatedly. He preached the coming of the kingdom of God, a kingdom where God reigns in our hearts, not the establishment of a new political kingdom on earth. 
I’ve never heard “Dr. Laura.” I know she did resign from her job recently over criticism for repeatedly repeating the “n” word. Back when she was making some very harsh comments about homosexuals being an abomination a humorous “Dear Dr. Laura” letter hit the internet. It does shine a bright light on the time limited nature of the holiness codes. The author asks for advice on various matters. For example:

1. When I burn a bull on the altar as a sacrifice, I know it creates a pleasing odor for the Lord (Leviticus 1:9). The problem is my neighbors. They claim the odor is not pleasing to them. How should I deal with this?
2. I would like to sell my daughter into slavery, as stated in Exodus 21:7. In this day and age, what do you think would be a fair price for her?
3. I know that I am allowed no contact with a woman while she is in her period of menstrual uncleanliness (Leviticus 15:19-24). The problem is, how can I tell? I have tried asking, but most women take offense.
4. Leviticus 25:44 states that I may buy slaves from the nations that are around us. A friend of mine claims that this applies to Canadians, but not Mexicans. Can you clarify?
5. I have a neighbor who insists on working on the Sabbath. Exodus 35:2 clearly states he should be put to death. Am I morally obligated to kill him myself?
6. A friend of mine says that even though eating shellfish is an abomination (Leviticus 10:10), it is a lesser abomination than homosexuality. I don't agree. Can you settle this?
7. Leviticus 20:20 states that I may not approach the altar of God if I have a defect in my sight. I have to admit that I wear reading glasses. Does my vision have to be 20/20, or is there some wiggle room here? 

As Christians we don’t throw out the Old Testament, but we do interpret it through the eyes of the New. We no longer follow the old civil laws of Israel. The holiness code was rough justice designed for a rough time. We can glean from it, however, some glimpses of the priorities of God. 
· God values people over property. Offenses against other human beings are more severely punished.

· God judges men and women equally. There are no double standards under the law. 
· And God wants us to treat one another with fairness and respect. That includes people in authority over us like parents, people under us, like employees, and people beside us like neighbors.

While the specific forms are no longer valid, the principles remain. Amen. 
4

