
 

 

 

   

Dear Reader, 

You’re going to think this week is either really boring or really weird. Maybe 
both.  

Last week, we read about the Ten Commandments, the moral principles that 
will guide the nation of Israel. These are quickly followed by a series of laws or 
ordinances that will govern how the people of Israel are to relate to each other, 
their slaves, and their families. These are the terms of the Covenant God asks 
His children to enter so that they can become a “Kingdom of Priests and a Holy 
Nation” (16:5-6). 

Our temptation as modern readers will be to measure these laws against 
our current ways of thinking. That is entirely unhelpful and will only lead to 
confusion, disdain, and hubris. Some of what you’re about to read is stomach-
turning. But as Leon Kass writes, “We must read these laws in their historical 
context and in relation to the prevailing customs at the time they were 



 

introduced. Considered against that background, God’s ordinances for Israel 
represent a giant step toward a more humane jurisprudence and a more moral 
way of life” (p.341). 

In other words: God speaks into human culture in order to make earth more 
like it is in heaven. 

This email is shorter than the rest for a few reasons: 

1. I don’t have thoughtful responses for each of the laws to come. Some 
just leave me speechless. 

2. The reading itself may feel tedious, so why add to the tedium? 
3. My hope is that you end the week with an overarching sense of what 

God is doing through these laws, so we will paint with broad strokes. 

Last thing before we go: All of what we’ve read since Pharaoh’s first rebuff has 
happened so that the world may know Yahweh. As you wrestle through these 
laws, here’s what I’d like you to consider: 

• Who was the law intended to protect? 
• How is the law intended to keep or establish justice? 
• How does it set the Israelites apart from the nations around them? 
• What does it reveal about God’s character? 

Are you ready? 

Deep breath. 

Let’s go. 

 



 

 

 
Hannah Buchanan 
Pastor to Adults 
  

P.S. For more study resources about ancient laws, check out the commentary 
on the NET Bible here.  

 

About the Reading: 
Chapter 21 begins with a set of instructions about slaves. Before you say, 
“See! The Bible is so backward! It endorses slavery!” consider this: Throughout 
the ancient world, the practice of chattel slavery — where slaves were 
regarded as property, not people — was unquestioned, universal, and almost 
always cruel. This is the cultural context into which God is speaking. 



Read 21:1-11, and see if you can bullet point out the principles of the law. 

Here’s the big thing I see: There is to be no permanent servitude within the 
community. Every Hebrew slave will go free after a time, and for free. 
Meaning, nobody has to pay to set them free, and they don’t have to earn their 
freedom. Why? Because you were once slaves in Egypt, and God set you free, 
at no cost to you, Israel. As God does, so we shall do too. 

Later in the reading, we’ll see that slaves are offered protection, not just 
because they are property, but because they too are human. For example, 
slaves are included in the provision for Sabbath. 

It’s helpful to step back and consider how someone became a slave at this 
point. There were several common routes: 

1. Poverty: A person with no financial options sells themselves into service 
to work off unpaid debts or sustain themselves. 

2. Payback: A captured thief who cannot pay back what he has stolen 
must serve time to make restitution. 

3. Payment: A poor man, to pay off his debts, may sell his son into service 
or daughter into marriage or concubinage. “If a man has many mouths 
to feed, a case can be made that it is better for him and for most of his 
family to remain free, even if it requires that one of his children must 
become for a time an indentured servant” (Kass, 349). God forbid any of 
us has to make that choice. 

4. Imprisonment: Slaves could have been acquired in war or through 
kidnapping. To kidnap for the sake of selling into slavery (the origins 
of the African slave trade) is strongly condemned and will be 
deemed a capital offense in Israel. 

Let’s talk about the enslavement of women, into marriage or concubinage, for a 
moment. Obviously today, we’re offended by this idea. But remember, these 
customs were once the general norm and are still prevalent today in large parts 
of Africa and the Arab world. For most of human history, daughters have been 
given or sold into marriage to whomever pleased the family. When we consider 
21:7-11 against this backdrop, we can see how the rules are intended to 



protect the woman against deceit, dishonor, and abuse within the 
arrangement. Some would argue the entire practice provides an opportunity for 
a woman (who is likely being sold to pay off her father’s debt) to marry and rise 
above her station. 

I’ll wrap up my commentary on slavery by quoting Leon Kass: 

No human being can truly be another’s master or another’s servant. Why? 
Because the true Master – before whom all are equally called to service – is the 
Lord. The converse is also true: because all human beings are equal in relation 
to the Lord, permanent human servitude – with its tendencies to arrogant 
oppression from above and slavish idolatry from below – is entirely 
illegitimate. (p. 351) 

What are you grappling with as you read these laws about slavery? 

How do think these laws might have influenced our modern understanding 
of human rights? 

Chapters 22-23 continue the legal agreement. Read and wrestle. Don’t just 
skim and let this run off your back like water on a duck. Try to sink your teeth 
into what God is doing. 

Here’s what stands out to me: 

• God seems very concerned with personal responsibility. Consider all the 
stuff about the oxen, goring, and grazing. The owner is to be held 
accountable for his livestock’s bad behavior. 

• God seems very concerned with how we treat our neighbors. The laws 
are set up to ensure the people aren’t taking advantage of one another; 
more than that, that they are taking care of one another. 

• In the laws about bodily injury and fighting, God seems less concerned 
about avenging honor than making restitution for physical impairment, 
which could sink someone into poverty. This would stand in stark 
contrast to surrounding cultures in which a person’s honor could be 
avenged in severe ways. 



• I’m struck by how these laws strike at the universal sickness of the 
human heart: jealousy, greed, pride, lust, fear of the stranger, etc. 

• Some of these laws are so practical. I can imagine they emerged as a 
direct response from the hours and hours and hours of time Moses 
spent mediating for the people before Jethro offered his leadership 
coaching. 

I found these laws particularly beautiful, moving, and just: 

“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. If you do 
mistreat them, and they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, and my wrath 
will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows 
and your children fatherless.” (22:21-24) 

I mean, what other society protects the most vulnerable people like this? God 
is serious in His compassion and concern for those who are most likely to be 
oppressed and pushed to the margins. 

“If you lend money to any of my people with you who is poor, you shall not be 
like a moneylender to him, and you shall not exact interest from him. If ever you 
take your neighbor’s cloak in pledge (as ransom), you shall return it to him 
before the sun goes down, for that is his only covering and it is his cloak for his 
body; in what else shall he sleep? And if he cries to me, I will hear, for I am 
compassionate.” (22:25-27) 

I read this and immediately thought about predatory lending and payday loans. 
God’s saying, “Look, if you loan someone money who is poor, don’t keep 
knocking them down to their knees so they suffer even more and can’t pay you 
back.” Even the line, “in what else shall he sleep?” makes me reconsider 
practices like eviction. How could someone ever pay back a loan with interest, 
if we also take from them the resources they need to earn the money for 
repayment? God is setting up a community that protects people from being 
stuck in poverty. He’s brilliant. 

"You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in his lawsuit. Keep far from 
a false charge, and do not kill the innocent and righteous, for I will not acquit 



the wicked. And you shall take no bribe, for a bribe blinds the clear-sighted and 
subverts the cause of those who are in the right.” (23:6-7) 

I think what struck me in this law is the line about bribery and blindness. Bribes 
don’t have to be literal financial transactions. Bribery is about favor, comfort, 
and preference. Do we side with people or just them less fairly because of what 
they give us and how they make us feel? God is saying, “Keep your eyes clear. 
See as I see. Do not let your vision get clouded by how people massage your 
ego. Pursue justice, even when it’s uncomfortable and inconvenient.” What 
does this look like in your life? 

Which laws are the most moving and thought-provoking to you? 

Before the Covenant is confirmed in Chapter 24, God rewrites His people’s 
calendar around three festivals that mark His faithfulness to them. God is the 
one around whom all time is centered (not the sun, moon, and stars). He 
affirms His promise to deliver Israel into the Promised Land and offers them a 
final warning against idolatry: “If you serve their gods, it will surely be a snare to 
you” (23:33). 

We’ll talk more about idolatry when we get to the Golden Calf story, but for 
now, I wonder: What things in our culture have become a snare to 
you? What values, practices, or habits snag your attention and affection 
away from God? 

Moses, Aaron, Aaron’s sons, and 70 of the elders of Israel approach the 
mountain to worship. The people hear the terms of the Covenant and agree. 
“All the words that the Lord has spoken we will do.” And Moses wrote down all 
the words of the Lord (24:3-4). 

Read the rest of Chapter 24 with your imagination. It’s pretty wild. Moses reads 
the law, sacrifices oxen, takes the blood, and spatters it on the people. Gross, 
right? 

But here’s what it means. In a Covenant ceremony, an animal would be 
slaughtered as a symbol that says, “If either one of us fails to hold up our end 
of the terms, may what happened to this animal happen to me.” They are 



 

bound to each other in blood — blood brothers if you will. Check out this video 
from the Bible Project on Covenants for more. 

Spoiler alert: Israel will never be able to meet her terms of the Covenant. Over 
and over she is going to fail and God will show mercy. More than that though, 
God will actually pay the price of her broken agreement – in Jesus. Instead of 
holding us accountable for our broken Covenant, God pays the price by 
shedding His own blood on the cross. It is radical. 

Then Moses, Aaron, and the rest of their crew saw the God of Israel. “They 
beheld God, and ate and drank.” What in the world was that like?! 

Everyone waits as Moses goes up to the mountain, is consumed by the cloud, 
and stays there 40 days and 40 nights. Wild. 

We can assume what follows in Chapter 25 and beyond, regarding the 
Tabernacle and instructions for worship, happens while Moses is on the 
mountain. While Moses is in the cloud of God’s presence, he’s given 
instructions for a special tent. We’ll talk about this tent in detail next week. It’s 
the way by which all of Israel will experience God the way Moses is on the 
mountain. He says, “Let them make me a sanctuary that I may dwell in their 
midst” (25:8). 

To dwell in our midst, that has been God’s desire from the start. All the way 
back in Eden, He would walk with Adam and Eve in the cool of the evening. 
People lived in the presence of God. That’s how we were made to be. 

As we close our reading for this week, I wonder: When do you sense that you 
are in the presence of God? What keeps you from being in the presence of 
God more often? 

We’re more than halfway through Exodus, and I’d love to hear from you. What 
have you learned so far? What’s challenging you or just plain ol’ bugging 
you? What questions do you have as you’re working through the story? 

 

Dig Deeper 



 

Reflection Questions 

Chapter 21: 

1. What are you grappling with as you read these laws about slavery? 
2. How do you think these laws might have influenced our modern 

understanding of human rights? 

Chapter 22-23: 

1. Which laws are the most moving and thought-provoking to you? 
2. What do the laws you’ve read reveal about the character of God? 
3. What things in our culture have become a snare to you? What values, 

practices, or habits snag your attention and affection away from God? 

Chapter 24: 

1. What do you imagine it would have been like to be Moses, Aaron, and 
the others, beholding God and eating and drinking together? 

Chapter 25: 

1. When do you sense that you are in the presence of God? 
2. What keeps you from being in the presence of God more often? 

Resources 

• Check out this video from the Bible Project on Covenants. 
• In Chapter 25, God gives instruction for a “mercy seat.” We’ll talk about 

that more next week. In the meantime, listen to this song from Kari Jobe. 

 

 



 


