
5. Violating the Spirit of the Law (4Q 2019—Ezra and Nehemiah) 

 

Biblical Material: Neh. 5:1–5; Exod.21:2–7; Micah 6:8; Neh. 5:7–12; Deut. 23:21–23; Neh. 5:14–19. 

 

Quotes 

• There is a difference between the letter of the law and the spirit of the law. R.J. Torbert 

• Small men command the letter of the law. Great men serve its spirit. For the spirit of the 

law is justice... and justice is the spirit of God. J.C. Marino 

• The spirit of the law is the least of the things we're prepared to violate. Howard Tayler 

• Religious laws, in all the major religious traditions, have both a letter and a spirit. As I 

understand the words and example of Jesus, the spirit of the law is all-important whereas 

the letter, while useful ... becomes lifeless and deadly without it. In accord with this 

distinction a yearning to worship on wilderness ridges or beside rivers rather than in 

churches could legitimately be called evangelical ... if your words or deeds harmonize 

with the example of Jesus, you are evangelical in spirit whether you claim to be or not. 

David James Duncan 

• God’s standard of truth entailed more than merely ‘not lying.’ In the Sermon on the 

Mount, Jesus said, ‘You have heard it said ... but I say unto you.’ Jesus took the Old 

Testament laws to a deeper level of meaning and obedience, from the ‘letter of the Law’ 

to the ‘Spirit of the Law.’ Following the letter of the law was the dead "religion" of which 

Barth, among others, had written. It was man's attempt to deceive God into thinking one 

was being obedient, which was a far greater deception. God always required something 

deeper than religious legalism. Eric Metaxas 

• If we move in the direction of biblical absolutism how can we escape turning the New 

Testament into a Christian Torah and the gospel into a new law? Once we do that, 

religious fascism with all its sectarian ugliness cannot be far away. Far better a mistaken 

Christian (a heretic) who has somehow caught the Spirit of Christ, than an orthodox 

Protestant who thinks that the Spirit is mediated to him through the letter of correct 

theology. Robert D. Brinsmead 

 

Questions 

 What is the real problem in this situation detailed in Nehemiah 5? In what way do we see 

similar issues today, and how can we handle them? Why was exploitation that led even to 

slavery such a terrible indictment of this new society the former exiles were trying to build? 

What implications does this have for us in our time? 

 

Bible summary 

 Nehemiah 5 provides the main material detailing the problems of exploitation plaguing 

Jerusalem, and how Nehemiah dealt with it. Exod.21:2–7 gives laws to limit slavery. Micah 6:8 

summarizes the requirements of the law: to acts justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with your 

God. Deut. 23:21–23 makes it clear that whatever vows you make to the Lord must be kept. 

 

Comment 

 A joke I heard in Moscow years ago went like this: “Capitalism is exploitation of man by 

man. Communism is the reverse.” And while it was meant to be humorous, the joke reveals a 



deeper truth—that human beings are always ready to make their own needs a priority and exploit 

others to fulfill those needs. 

 That’s what was happening in Jerusalem. Some were taking advantage of their fellow 

Jews, even to the point of enslaving them. This was done supposedly legally, but it certainly 

violated the spirit of the Law. No wonder Nehemiah became angry! 

 He had been busy working to free those Jews who were enslaved to foreign masters, and 

now here was his own people making slaves of their fellow Jews. Nehemiah asks those who 

were doing this whether they were expecting him and his colleagues to buy them back, 

presumably at a profit! He also rebukes them for charging interest, which was definitely against 

the Mosaic Law. He urges them to return the homes and fields they have taken or accepted as 

surety for mortgages. How could they re-enslave their own people? he asks.  

 Nehemiah also makes it clear that he has not even taken the benefits allotted to him by 

the king, leading by example in his desire not to burden his people. 

 What do we learn from this? That while we may technically operate within the law, we 

can still break it in spirit. That legislation is no substitute for a desire to do what is good and 

right. That leadership includes calling out those who are doing wrong. 

 It’s tragic that such a situation had developed among the exiles who had returned from 

Babylon. Having experienced slavery en masse, how could they return to the Promised Land and 

start enslaving and mistreating each other? It is a sad indictment of our human nature, and we 

should recognize our own faults and failings in this regard.  

 It’s easy to see the wrong in this situation. But what of ourselves? Are there things we are 

doing that may be within the law but that violate its spirit? Are we operating from good 

principles, or are we simply doing what the law says? How can we best reveal the truth about 

God in what we say and do? 

 

Ellen White comments 

  Their [the Sadducees’] ideas of God molded their own character. As in their view He had 

no interest in man, so they had little regard for one another; there was little union among them. 

Refusing to acknowledge the influence of the Holy Spirit upon human action, they lacked His 

power in their lives. Like the rest of the Jews, they boasted much of their birthright as children of 

Abraham, and of their strict adherence to the requirements of the law; but of the true spirit of the 

law and the faith and benevolence of Abraham, they were destitute. Their natural sympathies 

were brought within a narrow compass. They believed it possible for all men to secure the 

comforts and blessings of life; and their hearts were not touched by the wants and sufferings of 

others. They lived for themselves.  {DA 604-5}  

 Such was the spirit of the law which the rabbis had misinterpreted as a cold and rigid 

code of exactions. They regarded themselves as better than other men, and as entitled to the 

special favor of God by virtue of their birth as Israelites; but Jesus pointed to the spirit of 

forgiving love as that which would give evidence that they were actuated by any higher motives 

than even the publicans and sinners, whom they despised.  {RC 72.4}  

 When the advocates of the law of God plant their feet firmly on its principles, showing 

that they are loyal, not merely in name, but at heart also, carrying out in their lives the spirit of 

the law of God, and exercising true benevolence to man, then will they have moral power to 

move the world. But it is impossible for those who profess allegiance to God to correctly 

represent the principles of his law, while slighting the injunction to love our neighbor as 

ourselves.  {BEcho, December 1, 1886 par. 8}   
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