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Laws Regarding Bodily Injuries (Exod. 21:18-36) 

Questions and Suggestions for Discussion 

Story and Law 

1. Our survey of the intriguing combination of ‘law’ and story in the book of Exodus sug-

gested some interesting insights, i.e. that: 

a) the story reveals the nature of the God who gives the law, 

b) the law is God’s gracious gift (the law was ‘for our lasting good, so as to keep us 

alive’ [Deut. 6:24 (NRSV)]) to those who already are God’s people, 

c) the law needs to be seen in relational terms, reflecting ‘a lively, pulsating relation-

ship between God and people’ (Fretheim), 

d) the integration of story and law highlights the connection of divine action and hu-

man response, 

e) God involves human beings in the task of achieving his purposes for Israel and 

creation (‘the law is a means by which the divine ordering of chaos at the cosmic 

level is actualized in the social sphere, whereby God’s will is done on earth as it is 

in heaven’ [Fretheim]), 

f) God’s action in the story serves as the norm for Israel’s action as prescribed in the 

law, 

g) the motivation for obedience to the law is found in the story, 

h) the combination of story and law shows that the law is integrated with life 

(Fretheim comments that the law ‘moves with the times, taking human experience 

and insight into account, while remaining constant in its objective: the best life for 

as many as possible’), 

i) obedience to the law becomes a witness to God and what he has done, 

j) both law and story are to be understood as instruction (‘one cannot hear the story 

without recognizing that it issues in norms for the shape of one’s life’ [Fretheim]). 

 This list features many issues. Feel free to reflect on whichever of these points you 

are most interested in. 

 Are there any points that you have found particularly helpful, intriguing or 

thought-provoking? Why? 

 How does the characterisation of the Old Testament law suggested in these state-

ments sit with your previous understanding of the law? Is there anything here that 

challenges or deepens your previous understanding? 

 Are there any points that you disagree with or are sceptical about? Why? 
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Laws Regarding Bodily Injuries 

2. The laws featured in our text can be broken down into the following cases: 

a) bodily harm as a result of conflict between two free Israelites (vv. 18-19), 

b) an intentional act of violence perpetuated by a master against a slave (vv. 20-21), 

c) a miscarriage caused by a fight between two men (although some have taken this 

to be about a premature birth) (vv. 22-25), 

d) the lex talionis, the law of equal restitution or retaliation (while this is part of the 

previous case, you might like to look at this separately) (vv. 23-25), 

e) the application of the lex talionis to slaves (vv. 26-27), 

f) injury to humans caused by an ox (ox vs human; vv. 28-32), 

g) injury to an ox caused by a human (human vs ox; vv. 33-34), 

h) injury to an ox caused by an ox (ox vs ox; vv. 35-36). 

 Take another look at any of the laws listed above. Having read them again and 

listened to some comments and explanations, what do you make of them? 

 Is there anything that we can learn from them? Are there any lessons or principles 

that can still be applied to life in the 21st century? 

 What do these laws tell you about God? What do they tell you about life and atti-

tudes in ancient Israel? 

 Are there any issues, attitudes or principles in these laws that you find problem-

atic? If so, which ones do you struggle with and for what reasons? What does that 

tell you about how these laws and perhaps this part of the Bible ought to be read? 


