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Exodus 21:1-23:9 Rules about How to Treat Other People

We finished our overview of the 10 commandments last week, focusing on the last 6
commandments which Jesus summarizes as love your neighbor as yourself. Today in our
passage that will stretch from Exodus 21:1 to 23:9, we will see more detailed
instructions that unfold those six commands regarding our treatment of others and
show how we treat others in specific situations.

And right away as chapter 21 begins, we are told how to respond to treat a specific
group of people - slaves. The Old Testament and the New were dealing with different
time periods from us, when different social structures were in place, many of which we
would now look on as wrong and immoral. But let’s read the passage starting in verses
1-6 of chapter 21 and then discuss it in light of scripture. 21 “Now these are the rules
that you shall set before them. ?When you buy a Hebrew slave,” he shall serve six
years, and in the seventh he shall go out free, for nothing. ®If he comes in single, he
shall go out single; if he comes in married, then his wife shall go out with him. *If his
master gives him a wife and she bears him sons or daughters, the wife and her children
shall be her master's, and he shall go out alone. °But if the slave plainly says, ‘I love my
master, my wife, and my children; | will not go out free,” °then his master shall bring him
to God, and he shall bring him to the door or the doorpost. And his master shall bore his
ear through with an awl, and he shall be his slave forever. The slavery described in the
Bible was very different from the slavery of the American South, Europe, or early Japan.
It was often voluntary, aimed at keeping families together, and even allowed a slave to
remain permanently with a master’s family through the ceremony of ear piercing. Most
importantly, the law required release after six years, reflecting the Sabbath rhythm we
see throughout the Mosaic law. Yet, as the passage continues with instructions about
female slaves, we find parts that challenge our modern conscience even more.

"“When a man sells his daughter as a slave, she shall not go out as the male slaves

do. °If she does not please her master, who has designated her™ for himself, then he
shall let her be redeemed. He shall have no right to sell her to a foreign people, since he
has broken faith with her. °If he designates her for his son, he shall deal with her as with
a daughter. °If he takes another wife to himself, he shall not diminish her food, her
clothing, or her marital rights. "' And if he does not do these three things for her, she
shall go out for nothing, without payment of money. In these verses, we see that some
fathers would sell their daughters as bondservants, often to secure a good marriage.
The law gives two possibilities: she could become the master’s wife or marry his son.
Either way, she had protections. She could expect marriage, fair treatment, or the right
to leave with compensation. Now, God doesn’t outright condemn slavery here. | wish He
did. Instead, He sets rules around a practice common in every ancient society, shaping it
more like servant-hood than the slavery we know from modern history. These
safeguards kept it from becoming what we saw in America or Europe, which was based
on race and had no protections. Still, while we rightly condemn slavery today as a
violation of God’s image, Scripture also uses this imagery to describe our relationship to
Christ. Ephesians 6:6 calls us “bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God from the
heart.” That word bondservant is the word for slave. And like the slave who chose to
stay with his master forever, we too say, “l love my Master--- | will not go free.” And
why? Because Jesus Himself took the form of a servant—literally a slave—when He
came to save us. Philippians 2:7 says he “emptied himself, by taking the form of a
servant, being born in the likeness of men...” Jesus was willing to become like a slave,
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and be hung on a cross so that we could become slaves of Christ who serve him out of
love for what he did to redeem us and bring us salvation.

And that relationship with God then changes how we treat others. It even changes how
we respond when humans are injured by other humans. This is what we see in verses
12-32 of Exodus 21. The main idea is that injuring someone else requires restitution,
and that restitution is determined by the severity of the harm and the intent in why it
happened. The intent could be to kill a person as verse 12 says, '>“Whoever strikes a
man so that he dies shall be put to death. That intent brings the death penalty. But God
is a just God, and if there is no intentionality the consequences are different. Verse 13
says '°But if he did not lie in wait for him, but God let him fall into his hand, then | will
appoint for you a place to which he may flee. " But if a man willfully attacks another to
kill him by cunning, you shall take him from my altar, that he may die. Eventually, cities of
refuge would be set up that would protect someone who had killed another person until
a judge determined their guilt or innocence. For murder, they would still be sentenced to
death, but if the death was accidental, it says here God allowed it to happen, then he
would be protected from any negative outcome as long as he stayed in that city. Striking
or hitting your parents, cursing your parents, and kidnapping someone to sell into
slavery will bring the death penalty. Clearly, the 5th commandment to honor parents is a
serious matter to God. There are more restrictions on how you treat slaves, and
accountability before God if you kill a slave. Again, very different from modern slavery
and other countries around Israel. If men fight but no one is killed only badly injured,
there is no murder charge but “he shall pay for the loss of his time...” and his medical
care. (verse 19). If a man hits a pregnant woman accidentally even if there was no harm,
the husband could impose a fine, but if there was harm to the baby or her, then verse
23 says, “you shall pay life for life, ** eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for
foot, > burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.” And even for slaves if
someone caused injury and blindness in one of their eyes or knocked out a tooth, then
the slave would be set free in verses 26-27. Verses 28-32 even address when an animal
you own kills someone or injures someone. And again, the harshest death penalty is
assigned if that owner has kept an animal alive that has a known history of killing. But if
it happens and there is no history then financial restitution has to be made, but the
owner does not pay with his life.

So, our responsibility is clear if we have liability in injuring another person, but how do
we respond when we damage or take another person’s property, not their life or
health? This is what Exodus 21:33 through 22:14 deals with. We see that restitution is
required, but in the case of property, you don’t pay with your life. Even if someone
intentionally steals, we see that the penalty is high levels of restitution Exodus 22:1
says, he shall repay five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep...if the animal he
stole is dead. For an animal found alive, verse 4 says, pay double. There are instructions
about paying restitution if your animal eats another person’s crops, and paying
restitution if a fire you started burns a neighbor’s field. But what about where the guilty
party is not clear. Verse 9 says, the case of both parties shall come before God. The one
whom God condemns shall pay double to his neighbor. As these rules develop further,
we see that the priests will be given a way to determine God’s will. There are situations
that are dealt with by making an oath to God that it was not your fault an animal died,
but they would still require restitution unless a rental fee had been given to the owner.
Even with a thief, if we drop back to Exodus 22:2-3, we see that as a homeowner, our



response must fit the crime. Verse 2-3 says, *'“ If a thief is found breaking in and is

struck so that he dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for him, ®but if the sun has risen on
him, there shall be bloodguilt for him... If a thief breaks in at night and in protecting my
family, | kill the intruder, | am not guilty. But if it is during the day when there are more
opportunities for witnesses or even seeing the intent of the person committing the
crime, | can be held accountable for his death if | cause it even if he is committing the
crime. | do not get to just take the law in my own hands or to administer the death
penalty for a crime that may involve property but not human beings.

The final section in this passage dealing with how we treat others turns the attention
from things done between people that have to be dealt with to rules about how a godly
society practices justice. This is more about how Israel was expected to respond as a
society to various sins that members of the society would commit, and how society
should treat those on the edges and even the outside of Israelite society. In God’s
economy there is a consequence to immorality, sexual activity outside of marriage.
Exodus 22:16 says, ° “If a man seduces a virgin” who is not betrothed and lies with her,
he shall give the bride-price™ for her and make her his wife. " If her father utterly
refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money equal to the bride-price for virgins. If you
sleep together, you marry or pay the money you would pay to marry. Sexual purity and
marriage are important in God’s social order. Some sins are so against God’s character
that the penalty was death. Witchcraft, perverse sexual activity, and idolatry are in that
list in 18,19 and 20. "®“You shall not permit a sorceress to live. '° “Whoever lies with an
animal shall be put to death. * “Whoever sacrifices to any god, other than

the LORD alone, shall be devoted to destruction. Then God addresses 4 specific groups
in the rest of these verses. The first is who | would call foreigners and outcasts. Verses
21-22 say,? “You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress him, for you were sojourners
in the land of Egypt. # You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. A sojourner
is a long term foreign resident, like some of us are in Japan--- Foreigners, widows and
orphans should not be mistreated God’s intention for Israel, was to welcome anyone who
would join in worshipping the true God. So an attitude of superiority or taking advantage
of foreigners was against God’s purpose for his people. The punishment for mistreating
foreigners, widows, and orphans was severe. Verses 23-24 say, If you do mistreat
them, and they cry out to me, | will surely hear their cry, ** and my wrath will burn, and |
will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children
fatherless. The second category would be the poor. The people were forbidden to take
advantage of them by lending money at high interest rates, and they could not take a
cloak or outer coat for collateral on that loan either. It was also forbidden to take
advantage of the poor in court. Along with this, we are told not to take or give bribes
and to not wrongly put poor people to death. There is much in history to suggest that
these things have happened in many different centuries and countries right up until the
modern time. Chapter 23, verse 6 summarizes this, ° “You shall not pervert the justice
due to your poor in his lawsuit. In fact chapter 23 begins with the requirement for
honesty in all court proceedings, and in fair treatment by the legal system. The poor are
not to be taken advantage of, but they are also not to be given judgements in their favor
just because they are poor. 23:2-3 says, “You shall not fall in with the many to do evil,
nor shall you bear witness in a lawsuit, siding with the many, so as to pervert

justice, ®nor shall you be partial to a poor man in his lawsuit. The third group addressed
are human rulers. Verse 28 says, *° “You shall not revile God, nor curse a ruler of your
people. Our response to human rulers shows our response to God. As the passage goes
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on, verse 29 shows how we should be treating God and by extension rulers. ** “You shall
not delay to offer from the fullness of your harvest and from the outflow of your
presses. The firstborn of your sons you shall give to me. To God we give from the first
of what we make. To hoard our money for ourselves is to steal from God. And Jesus
makes the connection for us that we are required to give to the government the taxes
that are required. Mark 12:17 says, Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and
to God the things that are God’s. While our submission to the government authorities is
less than our ultimate submission to God who says, in verse 31, *' “You shall be
consecrated to me--- we still have a responsibility to:-- be subject to the governing
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been
instituted by God (Romans 13:1). Finally, we see one additional group addressed -
enemies. Exodus 23:4-5 says, * “If you meet your enemy's ox or his donkey going astray,
you shall bring it back to him. °If you see the donkey of one who hates you lying down
under its burden, you shall refrain from leaving him with it; you shall rescue it with him.
Even our enemies deserve to be treated well when we have the opportunity. Jesus
makes this point clear that loving our enemies shows that we are the people of God.
Matthew 5:44-45 says, 44 But | say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven.

So, what’s the point of this passage for us today? Is our ultimate hope as Christians in
trying to bring about a nation whose laws mirror the Old Testament? No. Even in places
like the United States where Christians have more influence, that should never be our
main goal. As God’s people, wherever we live, we do what we can to vote and influence
through a biblical lens, but our hope is not in nationalistic Christianity. We must
remember that our calling is first and foremost to be God’s people within the church. We
are the New Covenant people of God, and live within nations as a called out assembly of
believers who respect the government, but are ultimately citizens of a different kingdom.
Remember the point of this covenant is seen in Exodus 19:6, 6 and you shall be to me a
kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” And as we have seen before, this is always God’s
goal for his people. We are told in 1Peter 2:9 that the church is:-- a chosen race, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the
excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Therefore,
no matter what government we live under, we present to the world a different nation
with different values. Within the church, we live out God’s law in ways governments
never will. Whatever policies may say about immigration, we welcome the foreigner.
Whatever social welfare programs exist, we still care for widows and orphans. Whatever
sins the government tolerates, we call sin what God calls sin. As Romans 13 reminds us,
we remain subject to the governing authorities and submit to them, even when they
don’t acknowledge God. But when people come into the church, they should see a
people shaped by a covenant-keeping God, living for a different King, his Son, Jesus
Christ. We are not trying to recreate Israel, but we are trying to obey God’s principles in
how we treat one another. Let’s pray.



