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Week 6: The Book of the Covenant (21-24) 

 
 “Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured 
possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.’ - 6-5:91Exodus  

“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.” -Exodus 22:21-23 
 
Opening Discussion: 

• What did you notice about the text as you read? What questions did you have about the 
text?  

• What didn’t make sense? What theological questions arose from the text as you read? 
• If Exodus is a self-revelation of YHWH, what does Exodus 21-24 tell us YHWH? What do 

we learn about Him in these chapters? 
 
Some preliminary notes/reminders as we read the Law: 

• Slavery: Slavery in ancient Israel is more akin to indentured servitude than to 18th and 
19th century American slavery. The primary purpose was to pay off debts. YHWH 
commands a unique approach to slavery. Slavery in Israel provided a way for the poor to 
pay back what they owed and, with the limits set, prevented permanent poverty.  

• Patriarchy, polygamy, marriage, and women: The Old Testament was written in a 
patriarchal culture. There are many features of this culture that are different from 
today. Laws reflecting this culture should not be understood as an endorsement of it but 
as putting boundaries, limits, and protections around it. The laws governing polygamy, 
for example, are not endorsing it, but governing it. God’s design for marriage is better 
understood from Genesis 1-2 than from the laws governing it in the Pentateuch (a 
principle reflected by Jesus’ interpretation of the Law).  

• Laws are not exhaustive: Laws are guides to judges but assume that there will be cases 
not completely covered. Throughout the text, there are references to judges who would 
be deciding these cases. Cases would be decided on the spirit of the Law. They were not 
expected to be carried out to the letter every time and the whole law (not just an 
individual verse) would be taken into consideration. It would be necessary to know the 
entire Pentateuch to carry out a case and sentence justly. 

Summary and Notes: Exodus 21-24: 

Laws on Servants (21:1-11) 
• After a maximum of six years of service, a Hebrew slave would go free on the seventh 

(regardless of whether your debt was paid off).  



• Slaves that came in single or married, they go out single or married. If his master gives 
him a wife, she is not automatically freed with him because her debt/servitude is still to 
be paid.  

• A slave can choose to enter into a permanent partnership with his master if he so 
chooses.  

• When a man sells his daughter into servitude with the purpose of eventual marriage, she 
is to be redeemed if the man changes his mind. He cannot sell her contract. If he takes 
another wife after her, he cannot deny her martial rights or diminish her status. If he 
does, she shall go free without payment.  

• Discuss: 
o How do these commands build upon the two foundational commandments (Love 

God and love your neighbor) and the Ten Commandments? 
o What ethical principles underlie these commands? What values are being 

taught? 
o How do these commands apply to us today?  

 
Laws on Injuries to People and Animals (21:12-36) 

• Murder receives the death penalty, but if the death is accidental, the man may flee to a 
designated place (later, city of refuge). Notice that the subject is indefinite – there is no 
restriction based on class, gender, or status.1 

• Attacking your father or mother carries the death penalty. The word here for attack 
“connotes at least the kind of physical attack designed to disable someone…” and is 
sometimes translated kill or can mean to “assault and leave for dead.”2 

• Kidnapping (for the purpose of selling people into slavery) carries the death penalty. 
• “Cursing” one’s parents carries the death penalty. Most likely this refers to a 

repudiation of one’s parents including the rejection of the duty of caring for one’s 
parents as they age.3  

• If a man injures another in a fight, he pays for time lost until the injured man recovers. 
• If a man beats his slave and the slave dies he will be avenged. This refers back to the 

death penalty for murder a few verses previous. If he does not die, he is, as in other 
cases, not put to death, but he does not have to pay for the slave’s time since he “owns 
his time.”  

• If a pregnant woman is injured and her child comes out prematurely, there is a fine. If 
there is harm, it is repaid, life for life, eye for eye, etc.  

• If a man strikes his slave and injures his eye or even knocks out his tooth, the slave goes 
free (the debt owed would be forgiven). This offers more clarification on beating one’s 
slave. If a lost tooth warrants the forgiveness of debts and the release of servitude then a 
slave could conceivably “sue” for damages in any case of injury (remember, these are 
principles from which to judge and are not exhaustive).   

• An ox who gores and kills a human is to be put to death and the owner is not liable. If 
the ox was a known “gorer” and the owner has been warned, the owner is also put to 

 
1 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture (Nashville, Tenn: Holman 
Reference, 2006). 485 
2 Ibid. 487 
3 Peter E. Enns, Exodus, First Edition. (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan Academic, 2000). 445 



death. The same penalty is enacted for the killing of a son or daughter. In the case of a 
servant being gored, the owner of the ox is to pay a penalty of 30 shekels of silver (a 
hefty fine) to the master of the ox. This does not necessarily release him from the death 
penalty – it is the recognition that a servant acts on the orders of his master and not of 
his own volition.  

o Note: There is a provision for a ransom to be paid in place of his life. This should 
probably be understood to be available in other cases as well.    

• If a man digs a pit and does not cover it, he is held responsible for any animal deaths or 
injuries that result; he must “buy back the animal.”  

• If a man’s ox kills another, then the live ox is sold and they will split the proceeds and 
the dead ox. If it is a known “gorer,” then he keeps the dead ox and gives the live one to 
the other man.  

• Discuss 
o How do these commands build upon the two foundational commandments (Love 

God and love your neighbor) and the Ten Commandments? 
o What ethical principles underlie these commands? What values are being 

taught? 
o How do these commands apply to us today?  

 
Laws on Property (22:1-17) 

• If a man steals another’s animal and cannot give it back, he will pay back five times for 
an ox and four times for a sheep. If an animal is found in his possession, it is paid back 
double.  

• If a thief is killed while he is breaking in, there is no penalty for his death. But if he 
killed after the fact, it is treated as murder. 

• A thief who cannot pay is sold for his theft (he works it off).  
• A man who lets loose his animal is another’s field must back restitution for the damage. 

The same goes for a fire that goes out of control and damages another man’s property or 
field.  

• A man who is entrusted with another man’s property and has it stolen from his must 
make an oath before (God/the judge?). If he is found to be guilty, he must pay double. If 
an animal is killed and it is not his fault, he is not held responsible.  

• If a man seduces an unmarried, unengaged woman, he must pay the bride price and 
marry her. If the father rejects the marriage, then he still pays the bride price but they 
do not marry. In effect, what this law does, is take away the offender’s right to have a 
say in this marriage. If the father decides it is a desirable marriage given the 
circumstances, then he is obligated to marry her. 

• Discuss 
o How do these commands build upon the two foundational commandments (Love 

God and love your neighbor) and the Ten Commandments? 
o What ethical principles underlie these commands? What values are being 

taught? 
o How do these commands apply to us today?   

 
 



Social and Religious Requirements (22:18-23:9) 
• Sorcery, bestiality, and worshipping another god carries the death penalty.  
• “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.” Sojourners, 
widows and orphans are especially vulnerable as there is no one to protect them 
(remember, there is no police force in ancient Israel!). God sets himself up as their 
defender and they will deal with His wrath should they abuse them.  

• Money lent to the poor is not to be charged interest. A neighbor’s cloak taken as a 
pledge is to be returned before the sun sets.  

• Cursing God or a ruler of the people is prohibited (no penalty here stated).  
• Offerings are not to be delayed. The firstborn sons (and animals) are given to God (but, 

as we see elsewhere, they are to be redeemed with an offering).   
• Meat torn by animals in the field is not to be eaten but given to the dogs.  
• They are not to spread false report or be a malicious witness. 
• Judges are not to side with the evil, the many, or be partial to the rich or the poor. No 

bribes are to be taken.  
• A stray animal is to be returned. An animal belonging to an enemy found lying down 

under its burden shall be rescued and released.  
• Again, it is repeated that they are not to oppress a sojourner and are reminded that they 

were sojourners in Egypt.  
• Discuss 

o How do these commands build upon the two foundational commandments (Love 
God and love your neighbor) and the Ten Commandments? 

o What ethical principles underlie these commands? What values are being 
taught? 

o How do these commands apply to us today?   
 
Laws on the Sabbath and Annual Religious Festivals (23:10-19) 

• Sabbaths are not to only be for weeks, but also for years. The land is to lie fallow every 
seventh year. Sabbaths apply to all, including servants, animals, and foreigners. 

• Pay attention to all that I have said to you, and make no mention of the names of other gods, 
nor let it be heard on your lips. 

• Three feasts are instituted: 
o The Feast of Unleavened Bread (which includes Passover) is a commemoration 

of YHWH’s leading of the people out of Egypt.  
o The Feast of Harvest is a celebration of the firstfruits of the harvest. 
o The Feast of Ingathering is celebrated at the end of the year’s harvest. 

• No leaven is to be offered with any of the sacrifices. The fat of the feast must not be left 
until the morning.  

• The best of the firstfruits of the ground is to be brought into the house of YHWH. 
• A goat must not be boiled with its mother’s milk. This command is notoriously difficult. 

Most likely it refers to either a pagan idolatrous practice or is a prohibition against 



mixing life (the milk of the mother) with death and reflects a respect for life that is to be 
regarded by the Israelites.  

• Discuss 
o How do these commands build upon the two foundational commandments (Love 

God and love your neighbor) and the Ten Commandments? 
o What ethical principles underlie these commands? What values are being 

taught? 
o How do these commands apply to us today?   

 
Instructions to Obey (23:20-33) 

• YHWH will send His angel before them to guard and guide them on their way to the 
promised land. They must pay careful attention to him and obey. YHWH’s name is in 
him. He will not pardon their transgression if they rebel against Him. If they do obey 
him, YHWH will be an enemy to their enemies and will drive out the people of the land.  

• When they arrive at the promised land, they are not to worship the gods of the peoples 
nor do what they do but they are to overthrow them and break their pillars into pieces. 
They are not to make a covenant with them and their gods or allow them to dwell in the 
land or they will become a snare to them.  

• Discuss: 
o What ethical principles underlie the command to drive out the people of the land 

and not make a covenant with them? Does this apply to us today?   
 
Documentation of the Covenant (24:1-11) 

• Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel are invited up onto the 
mountain and worship YHWH from afar, but only Moses is to come near. Moses came 
and told the people all of the words of YHWH and the rules. The people agreed to obey. 

• Moses wrote down the word of YHWH and built an altar and 12 pillars and sacrificed a 
peace offering to YHWH. He took half of the blood and threw it on the alter and the 
other half he threw on the people (perhaps the elders that represented the people4.) This 
was a ratification of the covenant found in 20-23.  

• Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up and they 
saw the God of Israel. There was under his feet as it were a pavement of sapphire stone, like 
the very heaven for clearness.  

 
Introduction to the Laws on Worship (24:12-18) 

• Moses went back up to the mountain to receive from YHWH tables of stone engraved 
with the Law. Moses went up with Joshua leaving Aaron and Hur in charge 

• Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain for six days. And 
on the seventh day YHWH called to Moses from the cloud with the appearance of a 
devouring fire on the top of the mountain and the people could see it. Moses entered the 
cloud and was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights. 

 
 

 
4 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary, n.d. 



Discussion (if time allows): 
• How do the commands in these chapters build upon the two foundational 

commandments (Love God and love your neighbor) and the Ten Commandments? 
• What ethical principles underlie these commands? What values are being taught? 
• How do these commandments fit into the rest of Scripture? What connections do you 

see (if any) to other portions of the Old Testament or to the New Testament? 
• How do these commands apply to us today? In what ways is application today different 

than in the Old Testament’s context? In what ways has application not changed?  
 
Next Week: Read Exodus 25-31: Discussion Questions: 

• What did you notice about the text as you read? What questions did you have about the 
text?  
 

• What didn’t make sense? What theological questions arose from the text as you read? 
 

• If Exodus is a self-revelation of YHWH, what does Exodus 25-31 tell us YHWH? What do 
we learn about Him in these chapters? 

 
• Work through the features of the Tabernacle and its furniture. What significance can 

you see in the instructions given for their construction?  
 

• What, in the Tabernacle, do you see reflected in the New Testament, either in the work 
of Christ, or in our identity in Christ? 

 
• What significance does the Tabernacle have for us today? Why is it important to study? 

What is the Tabernacle “today?” 
 

• Other notes/Comments  


