Moral Teachings in the Book of Tobit
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The Book of Tobit is a semi-historical writing that is included in the Deuterocanonical writings translated from Aramaic into Greek.  It is part of the Catholic Church Canon of the Bible, and as such is considered to be written by an inspired author whose assertions are from the Holy Spirit.  In the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, it is stated, “…the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching solidly, faithfully and without error that truth which God wanted put into sacred writings for the sake of salvation.  Therefore, ‘all Scripture is divinely inspired and has its use for teaching the truth and refuting error, for reformation of manners and discipline in right living, so that the man who belongs to God may be efficient and quipped for good work of every kind.’”(2 Tim. 3:16-17).  So in Tobit we have to ask ourselves what is God trying to teach us through the divinely-inspired author?
There are many different literary forms used in this Book, but mainly it is a novel that is biographical in nature about a hero, Tobit, whose life is used as a model for the life of a good Jew; and subsequently as a model of a good morality and holiness for Christians in the Church.  The geographical background of Tobit centers around the exile of the inhabitants of the Northern Kingdom after their capture by the Assyrians, and the diaspora of a family into Nineveh.  Tobit is from the tribe of Naphtali, his ancestors bear names that are ‘theophoric’, meaning that their names bear special God-like attributes and invoke His special protection.  The name Tobit bears the meaning “Yahweh is good,” and Hananiel (Tobit’s grandfather) means “God is merciful.”
  The author also uses this literary device in Chapter 5 for the name given to the angel Raphael, Azariah, meaning “Yahweh helps”; Nathaniah meaning “Yahweh gives,” and Shemaiah meaning “Yahweh hears.”
  This not only links Tobit to God’s chosen people with pure ancestry, but also shows that God is intervening in his life.
The author of Tobit also gives us a glimpse into some of the Hebrew ceremonial and ritualistic laws of the Torah and the Jewish culture, linking Tobit and the story to the Mosaic Law and to the heritage of a chosen nation.  In Chapter 1 we read about Tobit’s virtues; especially about his almsgiving and how he abided by the ritualistic tithing laws.  We are told of the need for pilgrimages to Jerusalem for the festivals, and the need to bring offerings of the first fruits of the field and firstlings of the flock, together with a tenth a person’s income and the first shearings of the sheep to present to the priests at the altar; the requirement of a second tithe in money that would be disbursed in Jerusalem; and the third tithe to give to orphans and widows and to converts living with the Israelites.
  
The use of wisdom in the form of instructions and prayer are interwoven throughout the story that gives us maxims to live a morally good and God-centered life.  The study of morality deals with our response to God’s truth.  In Chapter 4 Tobit sends his son Tobiah off to retrieve and ransom money he has stored with a relative with instructions for up-right living.  He advises Tobiah on the duties toward parents to live a long life; admonishes him to preserve in virtue and avoid evil in order to be successful; sets forth the necessity and value of almsgiving and charity in order to have God remain with him and to have stored up resources for a time of adversity; informs him of the ceremonial law of marriage to a kinsman to live in peace and harmony; the importance of prompt payment of wages to receive a reward; the necessity of being docile; and the power of prayer to keep God in all things.
  
The moral teachings in Tobit, written so long ago, are certainly appropriate to our lives today.  Through the many prayers dispersed throughout the Book we are taught how to pray.  In Chapter 8 Raphael exhorts Tobiah to beg God for mercy and deliverance, and Tobiah and Sarah pray before consummating their marriage.  God hears them and grants them their requests.  Raguel offers a prayer of thanksgiving.
  Each prayer gives praise to God, states a petition, and gives an enumeration of and thanksgiving for what God has done for them.  This is the theme of all the prayers throughout Tobit.
The author also uses a bit of the dramatic describing the stories of the capture of the fish and also its medicinal and deliverance purposes; the story of Sarah’s former marriages; as well as using the character of an angel to guide the story along.  There is somewhat of a prophetic sense in the story as seen in this use of nature (a fish) combined with prayer  and faith in God to heal and restore.  We will also see this concept played out in a future time, where God will use the human body of a man (Jesus) combined with prayer and faith to restore all of His creation.  The marriages of Sarah reflect that to live outside of God’s law brings us destruction and ruin.  With Tobiah as her only legitimate husband, she enters into freedom to have happiness and joy.  
We, too, are covenanted people.  Covenanted with God to choose His ways and live with blessings or to refuse His ways and live under a curse.  This was the conditional covenant set down with Moses in the Book of Deuteronomy.  
“Here then, I have today set before you life and prosperity, death and doom.  If you obey the commandments of the Lord, your God, which I enjoin on you today, loving  him, walking in his ways, and keeping his commandments, statues and decrees, you will live and grow numerous, and the Lord, your God, will bless you, in the land you are entering to occupy.  If, however, you turn away your hearts and will not listen, but are led astray and adore and serve other gods, I tell you now that you will certainly perish; you will not have a long life…..I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse.”  (Deut. 30:15-19)
The Book of Tobit reminds us of our obligation to God and the pre-requisite for our own happiness.  It also inspires and prophetically links and highlights the new covenant by demonstrating throughout the Book the Beatitudes, the new and perfect law that Jesus will come to give us: 
"Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are they who mourn, 
for they shall be comforted. 

Blessed are the meek, 
for they shall inherit the earth. 

Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
for they shall be satisfied. 

Blessed are the merciful, 
for they shall obtain mercy. 

Blessed are the pure of heart, 
for they shall see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, 
for they shall be called children of God. 

Blessed are they who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." (Mt. 5:3-10)
So we see many various teachings and blessings in the book of Tobit, a righteous man who was poor in spirit, who mourned, who was meek and merciful, whose heart was pure and who advocated peace even through his own persecutions. The Book of Tobit is a topology.  It is a linkage of the character of one son, Tobiah, with the character of another Son, Jesus.  It is also a topology of eschatological linkage with the three main characters, Tobit, Tobiah and Azariah to the Trinity.  Tobit sent his son, accompanied by an angel, on a journey to ransom what he made in wages a long time before, and his son by his obedience ransomed his father’s property, opened up his father’s eyes bringing healing and restoration, and delivered Sarah, his bride, setting her free from the curse she lived under.  His reward was to live a long and happy life.  Jesus, too, was sent by His Father, on a journey to ransom what His Father created, filled and guided by the Holy Spirit, and through His obedience, mercifully opened up the Way to the Father, delivering us, His Bride – the Church, from our blindness and sins, and giving us the blessing of Eternal Life. 
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