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LENDING AND INTEREST IN THE OT:
EXAMINING THREE INTERPRETATIONS TO EXPLAIN
THE DEUTERONOMY 23:19-20 DISTINCTION
IN LIGHT OF THE HISTORICAL USURY DEBATE

KLAUS ISSLER"

Abstract: Four issues are identified in a study of the three Torah “usury” passages, Exod
22:25, Lev 25:35-37, and mainly Dent 23:19-20 in which there is no specific reference to
the poor: (1) the relationship among these three passages; (2) the morality of usury; (3) the
scope of the usury bany and (4) the type of contrast intended in Dent 23:19—20. Furthermore,
regarding this fourth issue, three interpretive options are presented representing differing deci-
sions about the other three issues: (a) ethnic status/total usury ban, (b) ethnic status/ two-
tiered ethic, and (c) economic status/ poor-merchant contrast. Then, an argument is offered for
the economic status/ poor-merchant distinction that the three Torah usury passages make the
same point. Assessments of the other positions are offered, including a survey of the church his-
tory usury debate, concluding with some contemporary applications.

Key Words: usury, interest, lending, cs, poor, business, commerce, Dent 23:19—-20,
Exod 22:25, 1 ev 25:35-37, Nehemiah 5, TWJ (nesek), 27 (nokri)

Extending credit with interest has been a commercial practice from ancient
times. An eatly example of a loan of silver and batley comes from Sumerian cunei-
form documentation in southern Mesopotamia around 2350 BC.! Moreover, a sig-
nificant OT ethical commonplace to protect the poor and needy is evident in the
prohibition against interest on their loans, a particular norm differing from legal
codes of the ancient Near East:

The [biblical] laws prohibiting the charging of interest recognize the potentiali-
ties of human need and human callousness and promote genuine assistance,
thereby expressing God’s demand for justice and social responsibility.... This
sort of religiously based valuation of human beings is in marked contrast to the
main concern of ancient Near Eastern penal law, which is simply economic; that
is, the safeguarding of property and the restitution of losses.2

*“ Klaus Issler is professor of discipleship and theology, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University,
13800 Biola Avenue, La Mirada, CA 90639. He can be contacted at klaus.issler@biola.edu.

! Marc Van de Meiroop, “The Invention of Interest: Sumerian Loans,” in The Origins of 1V alue: The
Financial Innovations That Created Modern Capital Markets (ed. William N. Goetzmann and K. Geert
Rouwenhorst; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 20.

2 Michael J. Williams, “Taking Interest in Taking Interest,” in Mishneh Todab: Studies in Denteronomy
and 1ts Cultural Environment in Honor of Jeffrey H. Tigay (ed. Nili Sacher Fox, David A. Glatt-Gilad, and
Michael J. Williams; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 128. Williams’s chapter offers an informative
brief survey of the loan practices of the ancient Near East (120-26).
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Three OT Torah passages command that no interest should be taken. For
two of them, the restriction applies on loans to the poor (Exod 22:25; Lev 25:35—
37). Yet for Deut 23:19-20 there is no such qualification. “You shall not charge
interest on loans to your brother....” 3 At its core, the usutry debate stems from that
textual difference of referent for the ban on interest in this passage—a loan for a
“brother” rather than for the “poor” that was specified in the other two Torah
passages.* Deut 23:19-20 was the central OT passage in the historical usury debate
and continues to be so today.

Two main purposes guide this study. The first segment of the article clarifies
the relevant issues and interpretive options for making an informed decision about
an OT perspective on lending and usury (Parts 1 and 2). The controversy involves
four main issues: (1) whether or not there is a relationship between Deut 23:19-20
and the two other usury Torah passages (Exod 22:25; Lev 25:35-37); (2) whether
charging interest itself is moral or immoral; (3) what is the intended scope of the
prohibition against interest on loans (only to the poor, only to Israclites, or a total
ban for all?); and (4) what type of contrast is intended between “brother” and “for-
eigner” in Deut 23:19-207°

Regarding this Deut 23:19-20 distinction, three possible interpretive options
are presented, in which each option encompasses a view about the other three is-
sues: (a) ethnic status/total usuty ban; (b) ethnic status/two-tiered ethic; and (c)
economic status/poor-merchant contrast. Table 2, which appears near the begin-
ning of Part 2, provides an at-a-glance visual summary of these points. The litera-
ture sometimes refers to this passage as the “Deuteronomy double-standard.”

A second purpose of the study is to offer support for the third interpretative
contrast (an economic status/poot-merchant distinction) in which the three main
Torah passages (Exod 22:25; Lev 25:35-37; Deut 23:19-20) are understood as con-
veying the same Torah teaching on usury (developed in Part 3). Part 4, then, pro-
vides an evaluation of the other two interpretive options, including a brief survey of
the church history debate on usury. The conclusion offers a few suggestions for
contemporary application. Table 1 lists the three Torah passages about loans and
interest, identifying Hebrew terms to receive some attention in the article. The fo-
cus of this investigation is on the topic of lending and interest; matters related to
the broader subject of charity for the poor are beyond its scope. ¢

3 Translations of Scripture are from the ESV unless otherwise noted. Scripture references follow
the English version, assuming that those familiar with the Hebrew Bible know the differences (e.g., two
Torah usury passages have these variations: Exod 22:25 is recorded in the Hebrew Bible as v. 24, and
Deut 23:19-20 is recorded as vv. 20-21).

+ As explained below, “usury” was the basic term conveying the meaning of any “interest” on a loan
for most of church history.

5 As to general method and working framework, the OT text under study is the text of the Hebrew
Scriptures as standardized by the Masotetes and adopted by the Christian church. Regarding the se-
quence or chronology of the Torah texts that relate to this study, I affirm David Baker’s basic point,
“There is general agreement that the Book of the Covenant [Exod 20:22-23:33] is earlier than either the
Holiness Code [Leviticus 17 or 18-26] or Deuteronomic Laws [Deuteronomy 12-26]" (Tight Fists or
Open Hands? Wealth and Poverty in the OT Law [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009], 9).

¢ For further reading on charity for the poor, see Baker, Tight Fists.
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Exod 22:25

Lev 25:35-37

Deut 23:19-20

“|25] If you lend mon-
ey to any of my people
with you who is poor,
you shall not be like a
moneylender [RY7,
nose’, participle] to
him, and you shall not
exact interest [T¥],
nesek, noun] from

”»

him.

“|35] If your brother be-
comes poor and cannot main-
tain himself with you, you
shall support him as though
he were a stranger [13, gér|
and a sojourner [/, t63ab],
and he shall live with you.
[36] Take no interest [T¥],
nesek]| from him or profit
[n°27A, tarbit], but fear your
God, that your brother may
live beside you.

[37] You shall not lend him
your money at interest [T},
nesek], nor give him your
food for profit [°27%, mar-
bit].”

“[19] You shall not charge inter-
est on loans [7¢), nasak II, verb]
to your brother, interest [T¥3,
nesek, noun] on money, interest
[7w3, neSek] on food, interest
[7%3, neSek] on anything that is
lent for interest [TW'3, nasak 11,
verb].

[20] You may charge a foreigner
[*733, nokr] interest [7¢), nasak
11, verb], but you may not charge
your brother interest [7¥3, nasak
11, verb], that the LORD your
God may bless you in all that you
undertake in the land that you are
entering to take possession of it.”

Table 1:

Three Main Usury Torah Passages and Key Terms

I. PRELIMINARY MATTERS OF CLARIFICATION

Before moving to a description of the key issues and interpretive options,

Part 1 clarifies a few preliminary matters of background information.

1. “Usury” meant any interest. For most of church history, the term

<

‘U.Sul'y”

(whether Hebrew !"#"$, Greek Téxog, or Latin #surd) meant any interest on a loan,
not just excessive or usurious interest, and it was regarded as a sinful, immoral
practice. For example, the 1611 KJV employs the noun “usury” for all OT occur-
rences of I"#"$ (interest; treated later). Eventually, around the 18th century, these
two terms—usury and interest—became widely recognized as bearing separate
meanings as they do today. Harper and Smirl explain, “Originally the term [“usury’]
referred to the charging of interest per se—that is, requiring a borrower to repay
more than the principal sum borrowed from a lender. Over time borrowing and
lending evolved to become an integral part of commercial life, and usury came to
refer to the charging of excessive or unconscionable rates of interest on loans.”” In
this article, “usury” and “interest” are used interchangeably; qualifiers such as “le-
gitimate” or “illegitimate” are added when needed.

2. An orientation to key Hebrew terms. A few Hebrew terms require explanation.
First, an important difference must be noted between two verbs. The verb TW3
(! %%, 5x) catries the idea of lending at interest and appears four times in our

7Ian Harper and Lachlan Smirl, “Usury,” in The Oxford Handbook of Christianity and Economics (ed.
Paul Oslington; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 564.
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passage, Deut 23:19-20 (see Table 1).% The distinctive use outside of Deuteronomy
is in Hab 2:7 as a participle Wi (nosek, creditor, treated in note 16). The noun T3
(nesek, “usury, interest,” 12x, discussed below) is also derived from this root.

The other verb RW3 (nasa’ I or Wi, nasd IT; 12x verb only) conveys the
meaning of lending with a pledge (e.g. Deut 24:10-11). It occurs as a term in the
economic ctisis of Nehemiah 5 (vv. 7, 10; discussed later). The patticiple R (nose’,
6x, creditor, derived from nasa’ I) is the predominant term for creditor or money-
lender in the OT, and occurs in Exod 22:25 (considered later).

Robin Wakely explains the difference in these terms between lending with in-
terest and with a pledge. He defines the verb nasak (II) as “q. pay/give/eatn inter-
est; hi. charge/exact/lend at interest” and nasa’ (I) as “q. lend/be a creditor against
a pledge; hi. advance a loan against a pledge.” He notes, “The vb. [nasa] is often
mistakenly understood to tefer to the practice of lending money at interest.... An
examination of the use of the vb. in other passages suggests that it means lending
against a pledge.”!” As two of the Torah passages explicitly teach, loans to the poor
and needy were to be without interest. Yet these loans typically included a pledge,
as suggested by the proximity in context of the command banning usury to the
poor (Exod 22:25) with the following two verses that mention a pledge, “If you
take your neighbot’s cloak in pledge” (Exod 22:26-27).

A pledge, a personal guarantee to repay this interest-free loan, could be any
houschold item such as a cloak (Deut 24:10-13; Neh 5:3), or house, or land (Lev
25:25-28; Neh 5:3—4), but not a millstone (Deut 24:6). Also, another form of re-
payment could be a promise to work without pay for a period of time (pledged as a
bound laborer, Lev 25:40) by the debtor and possibly dependents (Lev 25:39-43;
Deut 15:12-18; Neh 5:5). In the seventh yeat, those committed to pledged labor
would be released (Exod 21:2; Deut 15:12; or at Jubilee, Lev 25:40, 50), and the
debt would be deferred or cancelled (Deut 15:1-15; Neh 5:5).1" This difference
between lending at interest and lending with a pledge will come into discussion in a
later section.!?

8 Usually terms appear in Hebrew font at their first appearance, when relevant in tables, and in
summary sections. Otherwise Hebrew terms are transliterated for a wider readership. Frequency counts
of Hebrew terms are mainly based on the Koblenberger/ Mounce Concise Hebrew—Aramaic Dictionary of the OT,
available on Accordance.

? Robin Wakely, “q93,” NIDOTTE 3:187; “Rw3,” NIDOTTE 3:175.

10 Wakely, “Rw3,” NIDOTTE 3:175.

1 Regarding options to address the discrepancy about release year—seventh year or Jubilee—see
Baker (Tight Fists, 166=73). On the matter of the seventh year release of loans (Deut 15:1-2), it is diffi-
cult to determine the meaning from the Hebrew language alone (Deut 15:1-2), whether it signifies a
deferral of payment on the loan (with a temporary release of the pledge) or a complete remission and
forgiveness of the loan; for further reading see Baker (Tight Fists, 280) and Christopher J. H. Wright
(God’s People in God’s Land: Family, Land, and Property in the OT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990], 147—48).

12 Beyond these two terms, NIDOTTE (5:118) identifies three other Hebrew vetbs that convey a
notion of lending or borrowing. The most general term is MY (awd, 11, to lend or borrow [14x]; e.g.
Deut 28:12 [2x]; also Exod 22:24 [1x]; Neh 5:4 [1x]). Another term, 02y (‘abat, [5x]), conveys the notion
of lending with a pledge (i.e. Deut 15:6 [2x]; 15:8 [2x]; 24:10). Finally, onw (Samat “to drop down, stum-
ble” [9x]), carries the meaning of release or remitting [a loan or pledge], with the verb appearing only in
Deuteronomy 15:2, 3 (2x).
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“However, he realized that the situation now required giving, not lending” (Neh
5:10).18

The main problem Nehemiah confronts is the matter of loan pledges, not in-
terest, as Clines explains. “The reason for his rebuke is apparently not because they
wete charging interest, but because of the evils which arose from demanding pledg-
es.”’19 That the focus is on loan pledges in this context is supported also by the ex-
plicit use of the verb nasa (I, to lend against a pledge) in Neh 5:7 and 5:10. Thus,
the JPS Tanakh (1917) offers this translation, “Ye lend upon pledge, every one to
his brother,” and the NET Bible has, “Each one of you is seizing the collateral
from your own countrymen!” (5:7).20

Finally, some relevant terms that appear only in association with nesek (inter-
est) need explanation. The terms N'27A (tarbit, fem. nom., 6x) and N*27n (marbit,
hi. part. 5x), both derived from 7127 (rabd 1, to become numerous, increase), occur
in Lev 25:36-37 (see Table 1). Tarbit occurs six times, always paired as the second
partner with neSek (Lev 25:36; Prov 28:8; Ezek 18:8, 13, 17; 22:12). Marbit usually
conveys the idea of a “largest part” or “increase” (1 Sam 2:33; 1 Chr 12:29; 2 Chr
9:6; 20:18), yet carries the particular notion of “profit” or “interest” only in Lev
25:37.

There is no consensus as to their meaning in relation to nesek (interest). Three
options have been proposed. As noted in the quotations above by Gamoran and
Buch, some have considered tarbit to have the meaning of “legitimate interest,”
whereas nesek is considered to be the illegitimate kind, expressing a difference i
degree. But the main support for this discussion employs the confusion that the un-
derlying meaning of nesek is “to bite.” The use of both neSek and tarbit in Lev
25:36-37 is regarded by Samuel Loewenstamm as an important clue in an argument
for a difference 7n kind between the two terms. “Perhaps, therefore, the solution of
our semantic problem is that Z %o[ReSek] denotes the interest on a loan of money,

18 Mervin Breneman, Egra, Nebemiah, Esther NAC 10; Nashville: B&H, 1993), 205. Although an ar-
gument from silence, it is surprising that there is no explicit comment about usury among the economic
sins listed by Amos, which might lend support to the idea that taking interest from the poor was not a
major problem during that era (c. 758 BC). Amos’s list of economic sins includes denying justice to the
poor by taking bribes (5:12; 2:7, 5:10), sale of those enslaved by debt (2:6, 8:6), pledges not returned (2:8,
with no explicit comment about usury, mention of pledges might indicate a reference to interest-free
loans), improper fines collected (2:8), excessive taxes (5:11), and deceptive scales and prices by mer-
chants (8:5-6). Yet usury did make the sin list during the time of the 597 BC exile (Ezekiel 22:12).

Y D. J. Clines, Ezra, Nebemiah, Esther NCBC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 168.

2 An obscure use of the Hebrew word for the number 100 (787, mé'd) occurs in association with
silver, grain, wine and oil in Neh 5:11. Kidner offers this resolution to the problem, “The demand in this
half of the verse is for a refund either of interest charged on the loans (¢ RSV), or (as I prefer) of the
income derived by the creditors from the property they have taken in pledge (¢f NEB)” (Ezra and Nebe-
mial [Leicester: InterVarsity, 1979], 97).

When land is given as an antichtetic pledge for a loan (a transfer of property including fruits or rent
income in lieu of payment on a loan), it permits the creditor to receive the harvest yield from the land.
In a comment on Deut 15:1-3, Christopher Wright states, “The most convincing view is that the land
was used by the creditor as an ‘antichretic’ pledge—that is, the usufruct [a right to use the advantages of
another’s property| of the land was taken over by the creditor and went towards the repayment of the
debt” (God'’s Pegple, 171-72).
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1. Relation 2. Morality 3. Scope E Affirms Respective 4. Type of Contrast in
of 3 Torah of “Usuty” | of Ban on E Points for Issues 1,2, | Deut 23:19-20: Three Interpreta-
“Usury” “Usury” E and 3 (yet insufficient | tive Options
passages E information about
E Issue 4 and Deut
| 23:20)
é a. Basic Recognition 4a. Ethnic Status/Total “Usury”
E of Total “Usuty” Ban | Ban:
E (no implications Israelites vs. the Foreigner
E about as Isracl’s Enemy
“Usury” is Total Ban E loans with foreigners) | Ambrose (d. 397)
Essentially on “Usury” E Ballard 1994 (divorce/hardness
Immoral Sor All E Bell 2012 of heart rationale)
Boer 2015 Mills 1993, 2012 (affirms 1, 2,
Dissimilar: E Buch 2005 and 3, but for 4 prefers Two-
Deut 23 E Tiered Ethic; yet “usury” is still
Overrides E immoral)
Exod 22 and E b. Basic Recognition 4b. Ethnic Status/Two-Tiered
Lev 25 E of “Usury” Ban Ethic:
Ban on i Among Israelites (no No “Usury” Among Israclites yet
“Usury” : implications about “Usury” is Legitimate
“Usury” is among All loans with foreigners) | with Non-Israelites
Morally Lsraelites Adams 2014
Legitimate Knight 2011 Gordon 1982 (lex talionis)
(within Sider 2005 Guttman 1926
certain Maloney 1969
economic Neufeld 1955
contexts) Williams 2009
Wright 2004
E c. Basic Recognition 4c. Economic Status/Poor—
Similar: Ban on E of a Poor-Focused Merchant Contrast: No “Usury”
Deut 23 “Usury” to E “Usury” Ban (no for Poor, but “Usury” is Legiti-
Alffirms Poor Only E implications about mate for Other Loans,
Exod 22 and i commercial loans) including Commercial Loans
Lev 25 ! Baker 2009
i
i
i
i
i
i
i
i
:

Stein 1953

Table 2: Four “Usury” Issues and Three Interpretations

of the Deut 23:19-20 Distinction

“Usury” refers to any interest, not just usurious interest.
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These views can be distinguished from each other by their respective com-
mitments to the other three issues. Regarding the relation of the three Torah pas-
sages on usuty (Table 2, col. 1), both (4a) the ethnic status/total ban contrast and
(4b) the ethnic status/two-tiered ethic hold that Deut 23:19-20 overrides the other
two passages, whereas (4c) the economic status/poot-metrchant contrast affirms a
continuity of the teaching for all three. On the morality of charging interest (Table
2, col. 2), (4a) the ethnic status/total ban option alone regards charging interest as
essentially immoral, whereas the other two views acknowledge the moral legitimacy
of the practice in certain economic contexts. As to the scope of the usury ban (Ta-
ble 2, col. 3), (4a) the ethnic status/total ban view affirms a comprehensive ban for
all people, and (4b) the ethnic status/two-tiered ethic view assetts a usury ban for
all Israelites, while (4c) the economic status/poor-metchant view restricts the usuty
ban on loans to only the poor and needy, in continuity with the other two Torah
prohibitions. A brief description of each option follows.

1I"HSU& (#)#*(+#,#)-1*(*./10)%! 1&(#& M #&n Joll23WMbinction as one of
ethnicity identifies a difference between one’s relationships within a covenant of
“brotherhood” among the Israclites, in contrast with foreigners who were outsiders.
Relevant points for the total usury ban perspective—the view with the longest his-

tory—include:

a. Deut 23:19 is the more comprehensive statement than the other two Torah
pronouncements of the interest ban (Exod 22:25; Lev 25:35-37), adding exclusions
against any interest on money, on food, or “on anything that is lent for interest.”

b. In Deut 23:19 the referent for the ban on interest is identified as “your
brother,” in contrast to the other two Torah teachings that explicitly name the poor
as the object of the ban (Exod 22:25; Lev 25:35-37).

c. Subsequent references in the OT to interest on loans predominantly convey
a negative view against taking interest (Ps 15:5; Prov 29:9; Ezek 18:8, 13, 17; 22:12).

Thus, by inference, taking interest on any loans is inherently immoral and sin-
ful, a perspective voiced by the following three authors, with the final quotation
about the views of the eastern Church Fathers.

Having set out the biblical teaching on loans and interest, a survey will be made
of previous lines of interpretation and the approach of modern economics. It
will then be argued that the institution of interest is morally wrong and destruc-
tive of the economic paradigm that the Bible sets out.... It is hoped that the line
of argument will be sufficiently convincing to ensure that the prohibition of in-
terest is not dismissed as naive wishful thinking but comes to be regarded as an
essential ingredient of a God-centered economy.?*

24 Paul Mills, “Interest in Interest: The OT Ban on Interest and its Implications Today,” (Cam-
bridge: Jubilee Centre Publications, 1993), 1; www.jubilee-centre.org. Mills, an economist, is a former
UK treasury advisor and current board member of the Christian think tank, Jubilee Centre. In Mills’s
view, Deut 23:19 is the key passage; the permission for taking interest from foreigners (Deut 23:20) is an
incidental matter and “can be explained in a number of ways” without affecting the total ban on interest
(“Interest,” 28).
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The Old Testament cleatly condemns lending money or anything else at any in-
terest at all. The New Testament reiterates and extends this requirement (cf.
Luke 6:35).... If my exposition of the doctrine of usury is correct, then interest-
taking is as much a sin as ever.?>

This sense of providential dependence, of humble vulnerability, is behind the
church’s long-standing ban on the taking of interest. Building on passages like
Deuteronomy 23:19-20 and Luke 6:35, the church long held that it was wrong
to collect interest on one’s wealth. To do so was to be guilty of the sin of usu-
ry.26

“While it is dangerous to make sweeping statements, I will risk it with the fol-
lowing: none of the early Greek authors considered usury beneficial.... One
safely concludes that they did not consider usuty to be either a moral, justifiable,
or advantageous action, but in fact, almost unanimously argued against the prac-
tice.”27

Additional comments regarding this view and the next are offered in Part 4.

2. Ethnic status/ two-tiered ethic distinction (4b). Although this view agrees with the
previous position that the contrast is about ethnic status (issue #4) and that Deut
23:19-20 overrides the other Torah passages (issue #1), yet it takes vv. 19-20 at
face value, applying the ban on usury to Israelites only, “your brother” (#3), while
affirming that taking interest is morally legitimate within certain economic contexts
(i.e. with foreigners, or non-Israelites; issue #2). Thus, Israclites ought to take the
higher moral ground by not charging interest on loans among themselves, whereas
it is lawful to charge interest and receive interest from foreigners, yielding a two-
tiered ethical distinction.

One cannot require those outside of the “brotherhood” to follow the stric-
tures of the Mosaic Covenant and, similarly, when engaging with non-Israelite na-
tions, one must comply with their common business practices, as Guttman explains:

The foreigner could not very well be expected, in a year which the Israelites cel-
cbrated as a release year, to remit the debt of his Israclitish debtor. Nor could he
be expected to loan money to his Israelitish customer without taking interest. If
an equal basis for trading between Israclites and foreigners was to be established
it could be attained only in this way; that the restrictions of the release year and
the law of interest, which were not binding on the stranger a priori, were also
void for the Israelite in so far as trade with foreigners was concerned.28

Ballard offers a variation on this theme. “In the case of the allowance for
conditions of divorce in the Old Testament, [Jesus] tells us that such laws were
given not as ideals but as constraints on a practice God never intended, ‘because of

% Bruce Ballard, “On the Sin of Usury: A Biblical Economic Ethic,” Christian Scholar’s Review 24
(1994): 214, 227. Ballard is a philosopher.

20 Daniel M. Bell Jt., The Economy of Desire (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 163. Bell is a pro-
fessor of theological ethics.

27 Brenda Llewellyn Ihssen, They Who Give from Evil: The Response of the Eastern Church to Moneylending
in the Early Christian Era (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2012), 188.

28 Michael Guttman, “The Term ‘Foreigner’ ("123) Historically Considered,” HUCA 2 (1926): 7.
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the hardness of heart.” This [ideal-constraint juxtaposition] would explain why the
Jews were forbidden to charge fellow Jews interest on loans but to charge it to non-
Jews.”?? Although Ballard suggests this analogy for his (4a) total usury ban view, it
seems this “divorce/hatdness of heart” rationale provides a better analogy for the
(4b) two-tiered ethic version. As there are legitimate moral exceptions for divorce
(e.g. Matt 19:9), so also there is a legitimate moral exception to take interest from a
foreigner.

Thus the ethnic status/two-tiered ethical stance suppotts the taking of intet-
est on loans as a legitimate economic practice, but not the most ideal. When in
Rome, do as the Romans do; when in Jerusalem, a higher ethic applies.

3. Economic status/poor-merchant distinction (4¢). Finally, the third interpretive
viewpoint proposes that the intended contrast is between the economic status of
the parties mentioned, the poor (v. 19) and the business merchant (v.20). The ™23
(I"#$Yforeigner, Deut 23:20) represent travelling tradets engaging in commerce in
which paying interest is a common practice. In contrast, the “Israelite brother”
(Deut 23:19-20) is an implicit reference to the poor in need of subsistence loans
for which interest should not be chatged, as is made explicit in the two other Torah
passages. Biddle summarizes this perspective, “In fact, since most traders in the
ancient Near East did business internationally, the permission to charge interest of
‘foreigners’ may be understood less as a form of ethnocentricity and more as draw-
ing a distinction between lending to the needy in one’s community and credit as a
component of commercial transactions.”

The economic status/poor-merchant contrast makes the claim that no change
of Torah teaching is evident in the Deut 23:19-20 distinction, supporting a conti-
nuity among the three passages (issue #1), in contrast with the previous two inter-
pretive options. This view also affirms that, for loans beyond the poor and needy,
taking interest on loans is morally legitimate (issue #2), as is implied by the other
two Torah passages, particularly Exod 22:25. Furthermore, the same focused ban
against usury for loans to the poor is made in all three Torah passages (issue #3).
Thus, subsistence loans to the poor must not charge interest; for other types of
loans, including commercial loans, interest may be charged.

III. EVIDENCE SUPPORTING THE ECONOMIC STATUS/POOR-
MERCHANT INTERPRETIVE CONTRAST

At this juncture, I turn from a description of the issues and interpretive alter-
natives to offer an argument supporting the third option—the economic sta-
tus/poor-merchant contrast—over the two other positions (issue #4). Part 3 in-
cludes a discussion of two key terms, W) (1&'&# interest) and ™31, (I"#$Yforeign-
er), and then considers the three Torah usury passages together to examine points
of compatibility. Table 3 compates the Torah teaching on lending and usury. Be-

2 Ballard, “Sin of Usury,” 212.
30 Mark E. Biddle, Deuteronomy (Macon, GA: Smyth and Helwys, 2003), 252-53; also see Biddle,
“The Biblical Prohibition Against Usury,” Inz 65 (2011): 117-21.
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LENDING AND INTEREST IN THE OT 775

almost exclusively acts of charity for the relief of destitution as opposed to loans of
a commercial nature for expanding business.”?? Since, the predominant use of
nesek is in contexts of loans for the poor, and since the two key Torah passages of
Exod 22:25 and Lev 25:36-37 explicitly limit the ban of interest to the poor, then it
is likely that the three uses of neSek in Deut 23:19 would also have that same lim-
ited scope (issue #3).

3. 1'% #3%&'()*Yort+, - /%) H202HF /*&.0/-*4") ¥ ) HE! " H#$UB* [*64#2)* 7897 *
0-*;<.+#'1/* #+("0/)*.+*)+OcHapA@point affirming the intention of an economic
contrast rather than an ethnic status contrast involves a study of the term nokri
(foreigner, 45x) appearing in Deut 23:20. There is sufficient scholarly consensus
affirming the idea that nokri (foreigner) in this context strongly favors a designation
as a foreign trader or merchant, someone accustomed to taking out loans and hav-
ing the capacity to pay interest. Tigay explains, “The foreigner is normally a busi-
nessman visiting the country for purposes of trade, and he botrrows in order to
invest in merchandise and make a profit, not to survive poverty. There is no moral
imperative to remit loans made for such purposes [Deut 15:3] or forgo interest on
them [Deut 23:20].”40 Thirteen other commentators support this same inference.*!
Meislin and Cohen affirm this point, “The implications of permitting loans at inter-
est to such foreigners may evidence an indulgence in permitting commercial in-
vestments at intetest.... This was not subsistence or distress loans to Gentiles’ con-
sequently, it cannot be construed in that regard as a dual ethic.”#?

This economic association with nokri becomes clearer in a distinctive use in
Deuteronomy. Nokri is one of four basic Hebrew terms for “foreigner” or
“stranget,” along with : Eg @, 92x), : &z &, 70x), and & kitds 513x; g @*and*
t0S & appear together in Lev 25:23, 35, 47) of which only three occur in Deuteron-
omy, g @ (22x), nokrf (7x), and z & (1x). Of the seven uses of nokri in Deuteronomy,
two occur as “foreign gods” (31:16; 32:12) and the remaining five apply to humans
(14:21; 15:3; 17:15; 23:20; 29:22). One use specifies that Israel should never appoint
a nokrf as king (17:15). Furthermore, we find an interesting situation with nokrf in
Deut 29:22. According to Corcoran, the nokri was typically not one open to faith in
God, yet this passage (29:22-29) suggests a future in which the nokrf are identified

3 Robin Wakely, “ T8 AB6C!!D 3:186.

0 Jeffrey H. Tigay, 6#2)#+./.,35*"#*EFG*1.+0"*H., #/)PtBadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1996), 218.

417, Ridderbos (6#2)#+./.,3[1950-51; trans. Ed M. van der Maas, repr. Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1984], 665); Gethard von Rad (6#2)#+./.,3[Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966], 148); J. A. Thompson
(6#2)#+.1.,3[Leicester: Inter-Varsity, 1974], 242); A. D. Mayes (6#2)#+./.,3[NCBC; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1981], 248); David Payne (6#2)#+./.,3[Philadelphia: Westminster/John Knox, 1985], 132);
Christopher Wright (6#2)#+./.,3[Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996; repr. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012],
251); Duane L. Christensen (6#2)#+./.,3*7191:J8K9IR¥BC 6B; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2002], 555);
McConville (6#2)#+.1.,312002], 352); Biddle (6#2)#+./.,32003], 352-53), Edward Woods (6#2)#+./.,3
[Downers Grove, IL: IntetVarsity, 2011], 247), Daniel Block (6#2)#+./.,3[NIVAC; Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2012, 548); Ajith Fernando (6#2)#+./.,3[Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012], 536); and Jack R.
Lundbom (6#2)#+./.,3Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013], 665).

#27. Meislin and Mortis L. Cohen, “Backgrounds of the Biblical Law Against Usury,” H.,%0+0)'L#*
G)2="#-*[*G.(‘#)3*0/=*M{)1984): 264.
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