
Exposition of the Book of Deuteronomy 
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Week 7: Pursuing Covenant Relationship (19-25) 

You shall not pervert the justice due to the sojourner or to the fatherless, or take a widow's garment 
in pledge, but you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed 
you from there; therefore I command you to do this.– Deuteronomy 24:17-18 
 
Outline of the Class/Book 

• Week 7: Pursuing Covenant Relationship (19-25) 
• Week 8: Blessings and Curses and Moses’ Third Address (26-30) 
• Week 9: The Death of Moses (31-34)  
 

Opening Discussion: What did you notice or observe as you read that you had not noticed 
before? What stood out to you?  

• How do these chapters describe God? What can we learn about God in these chapters? 
How is He portrayed? 

• What questions do you still have about the text? What didn’t make sense?  
 
Moses’ Second Speech and the 10 Commandments: Deuteronomy 6:1-26:15 (the bulk of 
Moses’ second speech) can be understood as building upon the 10 Commandments given in 
Deuteronomy 5.1  

6. Do not kill (19-21): Instructions on cities of refuge, warfare, murder without witness 
7. Do not commit adultery (22:1-23:14): Protecting others’ property, purity laws, laws on 

marriage, laws governing sexual relations, keeping the camp holy 
8. Do not steal (23:15-24:16): Laws on interest, eating from others’ vineyards, kidnapping, 

paying wages immediately 
9. Do not bear false witness (24:17-25:16): Do not pervert justice for the orphan, widow, do 

not have differing weights and measurements,   
10. Do not covet (25:17-26:15): Offering of firstfruits, giving to the Levite and the poor. 

 
Preliminary Notes and Reminders: 

• The Law is often accommodational – not ideal: The allowance of divorce, for 
example, does not indicate that God approves of divorce, but that He is regulating a 
human practice. The same would be true of “war brides” and other difficult issues found 
in the text..  

• The Law is embedded in a cultural context – not ours! The law is not speaking into 
our cultural context, but an ancient one. Understanding the historical and cultural 
context is essential before making any attempt to “principlize” or apply the text today.  

 
1 John H. Walton and Andrew E. Hill, Old Testament Today, 2nd Edition: A Journey from Ancient Context to 
Contemporary Relevance, Second edition. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Academic, 2014). 



• The Law is not exhaustive! These laws are not to be understood as anticipating every 
possible case but as providing parameters, principles, and guidance for Israel as they 
judge cases.  

• Penalties in the Law usually reflect the maximum penalty, not the required 
penalty. Those judging a case would see the penalties as being the boundary on what 
punishment should be inflicted. We should not understand that there wasn’t a 
consideration of mitigating circumstances or complicating details that would have 
complicated a case. Judgments would need to be true to the spirit of the law, but not 
always exactly according to the words of the law.  
 

Moses’ Second Address: Explaining the Grace of YHWH (4:44-29:1)2 
Proclaiming the Dimensions of Covenant Relationship (12:1-26:19) 

Pursuing Covenant Righteousness in Matters of Life and Death (19:1-21:9): This  

• Righteousness in Cases of Manslaughter (19:1-13): Three cities throughout the land 
(and, we know from elsewhere, three cities in the Transjordan) are to be set apart as 
Cities of Refuge where “manslayers” can flee to escape the “avenger of blood.” To 
qualify as a manslayer who is protected in these cities, he must not have “hated” his 
neighbor in the past. If someone hates his neighbor and kills him intentionally and flees 
to one of these cities, the elders of his city are to take him and hand him over to the 
avenger of blood who will put him to death. This will purge the guilt of innocent blood 
from Israel.  

• Righteousness in Property Boundaries (19:14): Landmarks setting the boundaries for 
inherited lands are not to be moved.  

• Righteousness in Courts of Law (19:15-21): 
o A single witness will not suffice against a person accused of any crime. Only on 

the testimony of two or three witnesses shall a charge be established. 
o If a malicious witness arises to accuse a person of wrongdoing, then both parties 

will appear before YHWH, before the priests and judges (or the priests who are 
the judges) in office and the judges will inquire diligently. If the witness is a false 
one, he will receive the punishment that would have been due to his brother. Life 
for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.  

• Righteousness in Military Engagement (20:1-20):  
o Going against enemies larger than their own: When Israel goes out to war 

against enemies larger than their own, they are not to be afraid because YHWH is 
with them. Before the battle, the priest will come forward and speak to the 
people and tell them not to be afraid because YHWH is with them. Then, the 
officer will come forward and send home anyone who: 

§ Has just built a new house without having dedicated it. 
§ Has just planted a vineyard and hasn’t enjoyed its fruit. 
§ Has just been betrothed to a wife but hasn’t married her.  
§ Is afraid or fainthearted.  

 
2 Outline adapted (with minor alterations) from: Daniel I. Block, Deuteronomy (Zondervan Academic, 2012). 



o Attacking a City (not in the land): When Israel is attacking a city, they are to 
first offer peace to it. If the terms are accepted, they are to take the people of the 
city for forced labor. If they refuse, they are to besiege it and put all the men to 
the sword but the women, children, and livestock is to be taken as plunder.  

o Attacking a City in the Land: When they attack cities that are in the land, that 
are not to spare anything but devote everything to destruction so that they do 
not teach Israel to do the abominable practices that they have done for their 
gods.  

o Treatment of Trees in a Siege: When besieging a city, Israel is not to destroy 
fruit trees. They may eat of them, but are only to chop down trees that do not 
bear fruit.  

§ Note: Alter notes that it was common for armies to destroy fruit trees 
(olive groves) etc. to either build siege works or out of spite to the 
inhabitants of the land. Here, this is strictly forbidden as it destroys God’s 
good provision.3  

• Righteousness in the Face of Unsolved Crimes (21:1-9): If someone in the land is 
found dead and the killer is not known, they are to  

o Take a heifer that has never been worked from the city nearest the dead man and 
break its neck in a valley with running water.  

o The elders of the city nearest the dead man are to wash their hands over the neck 
of the heifer and testify that they are innocent in regard to this man’s death and 
do not know who killed him, asking YHWH to accept atonement. 

o So shall the guilt of innocent blood be purged.  

Pursuing Covenant Righteousness in Marriage and Family (21:10-22:30) 

• Righteousness in Treatment of War Brides (21:10-14): When if Israel goes to war 
and takes enemies captives, a man sees a woman he desires to have as a wife, he can 
take her home. She will shave her head and cut her nails. She will remove her clothes in 
which she was captured and lament her parents for a full month. After this, she will be 
his wife, but if he doesn’t want her, she shall be set free wherever she wants and is not 
to be a slave because he has humiliated her. 

o Note: Although this law appears to be humiliating towards the captive women, 
its presence is putting limits on a widespread and accepted practice. Women 
were considered acceptable “plunder” from war.  

o The purpose of this law is to give the captured woman time to mourn the loss of 
her former identity and family and “transition” into her new identity as an 
Israelite – hence the removal of her garments, shaving of her head, and cutting 
of her nails. This gives her the dignity of mourning the loss of her old life and 
family. She is allowed to mourn and these acts of mourning are not to be 
interfered with.4 

 
3 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary (New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company, 2019). 
pg. 687 
4 Block, Deuteronomy. 496 



o The man is not allowed to sleep with her immediately, but time is given so that 
he is sure of this arrangement. If he decides he doesn’t, then she is not be taken 
as a slave or sold as one but is to go free. All of these limits serve to offer dignity 
and protection to the woman in this situation and limits on what the man is 
allowed to do.   

• Righteousness in the Treatment of the Firstborn (21:15-17): A man with two wives 
is not to treat the sons of a favorite wife over the sons of an unloved wife. The firstborn, 
if he is of the unloved wife must still receive the double-portion and rights allotted to 
the firstborn.  

o Note: As with many laws, it is interesting to see the connections to the stories of 
the patriarchs – this clearly brings to mind Jacob with Leah and Rachel (as does 
an earlier law forbidding a man from marrying two sisters). A man with two 
wives might love one more than the other, but he is not permitted to show that 
favoritism in how he allots his inheritance.  

• Righteousness in the Treatment of a Rebellious Son (21:18-21): If a man has a 
stubborn and rebellious son who will not listen to his parents though they discipline 
him, they will take him to the elders, telling them that he is a glutton and a drunk. The 
town is to take him and stone him to death.   

o Note: This is not a child (he is a glutton and a drunk). The idea here seems to be 
that the parents have done all that they could to raise him correctly, but he has 
not listened and has become a someone who cannot be corrected.5 There seems 
to be a transference of responsibility from the parents to the town. One would 
expect to see the indication that the father cast the first stone (as in other such 
circumstances), so its absence is noteworthy.6  

• Righteousness in the Treatment of a Criminal’s Remains (21:22-23): If a man is put 
to death for a crime and he is hanged on a tree, his body is not be there all night, but he 
is to be buried on the same day because anyone who hangs on a tree is cursed by God. 
They are not to defile the land YHWH is giving them.  

o Note: This is probably better understood as impalement on a spike rather than 
hanging from a tree with a rope. This was common means of punishment in the 
Ancient Near East – impaling and leaving the body of a criminal or a defeated 
soldier on a spike and leaving it up as a warning to others (David, for instance, 
does this in 2 Samuel to relatives of Saul to pacify the Gibeonites). But in Israel, 
they are not permitted to leave bodies up, but must bury them. To do otherwise 
is to pollute the land by dishonoring God’s image.  

o The person’s hanging is meant to be an indication that this person is “cursed by 
God” and is thus put on display.7 Crucifixion was understood by Jews of the first 
century to be in the category of “hanging from a tree” and to be indicative of a 
curse from God.  Paul quotes this in reference to Jesus and his crucifixion being a 
means through which Jesus became a curse for us, taking on the penalty and 
shame of our sin on the cross.  

 
5 Ibid. 500 
6 Alter, The Hebrew Bible. 690 
7 Block, Deuteronomy. 502 



• Righteousness in the Treatment of Animals and Other Issues (22:1-12):  
o Lost and Fallen Animals: Israelites are not to ignore the stray animal of a 

fellow Israelite but must take it back to him. If the distance is far, he can keep it 
at his house and keep it until the man comes looking for it. The same is true for 
an animal who has fallen – they must help him lift it up again.  

o Crossdressing: Men and women must not wear each other’s clothing – it is an 
abomination to YHWH.  

§ Note: Crossdressing was sometimes an aspect of pagan orgiastic rituals 
or even considered a means to cure impotence.8 It is wrong then on three 
fronts, its association with paganism, and its improper mixing of what 
God has separated, and its dishonoring of God’s creative order.  

o Bird’s Nests: Israelites are not to take the eggs of a bird and the young or eggs. 
The can take the young, but leave the mother.  

§ Note: This is a little obscure and might be related to the prohibition 
against boiling a kid in its mother’s milk, but the concern seems to be 
more about wise preservation of natural resources than reflective of 
humanitarian concerns. When you take the eggs and the mother, you 
have removed that which would have produced more eggs. This is an 
abuse of the land/resources God has given you.   

o Building a House: When they build a new house, they must build a parapet on 
the roof to avoid bloodguilt on the house. 

o Laws against Mixing: When they sow a vineyard, they must not sow two types 
of seed. They are not to plow an ox with a donkey. They are not to wear wool 
mixed with linen. 

§ Note: Plowing a donkey and ox together would be a difficulty for the 
donkey. Wool and linen mixed were mixed together in the clothing of 
priests and in the tabernacle, so this seems to keep what is holy separate 
from common use.9 The prohibition on mixing seeds is less obvious.  

§ None of these restrictions are for strictly moral reasons, but are likely 
symbolic of A) maintaining proper distinctions according to the creative 
order, and B) a reflection on Israel’s calling to be holy and set apart, not 
mixing with the peoples around them. This calling is to be reflected in 
what they wear and how they plant and work their fields.  

o Tassels: They are to make tassels on the four corners of their garments.  
§ Note: Many practicing Jews still wear tassels on their garments today. It 

was a reminder of who they are and to whom they belong.  
• Righteousness in the Treatment of Marital Infidelity (22:13-21):  

o False Accusation: If a man takes a wife and then hates her and accused her of 
misconduct (not being a virgin when he married her), the father will bring out 
the evidence of her virginity to the elders in the city. If he has falsely accused 
her, they will take the man and whip him and he will pay a fine to the father of 
the young woman, and he is not permitted to divorce her all the days of his life.  

 
8 Alter, The Hebrew Bible. 691 
9 Ibid. 692 



o True Accusation: If the accusation is true, then the young woman is to be 
stoned. 

o Notes:  
§ The man’s motivation in such cases are probably avoiding having to pay 

back a dowry when he divorces his wife. In this instance, he is doing so by 
accusing his wife of not having been a virgin and so the marriage was 
under false pretenses.  

§ It may seem like a punishment for the woman to remain married to man 
who would falsely accuse her, but remember that marriage afforded 
women place, status, and economic security in the Ancient World – its 
primary purpose was not personal fulfillment or happiness. Because he 
attempted to do her an injustice, he has lost the right to divorce her.  

§ The death penalty seems harsh, but probably rarely could have been 
enforced since it required two or three witnesses. It is more theoretical 
than practical.10 

• Righteousness in the Face of Sexual Promiscuity (22:22-30): 
o If a man is found sleeping with the wife of another man, both of them shall die. 
o If a man sleeps with a betrothed virgin in a city and she does not cry out for help, 

both shall die. If a man sleeps with a betrothed virgin in the country, then only 
the man shall die.  

§ Note: Cities in the ancient world were public spaces – small and packed 
together. If, by her lack of protest, it is obvious that she is a willing 
participant, she receives the same punishment as he does. If this happens 
in the country, where she could not have cried out for help, then the man 
is seen to be the responsible party and so only he is put to death.  

o If a man sleeps with a virgin who is not betrothed, the man who slept with her 
must marry her, and give her father 50 shekels of silver and is not allowed to 
divorce her all of her days.  

§ Note: Losing one’s virginity in the Ancient Near East would make one 
unmarriageable (or at the least, severely less so). The response here is to 
restore to her what he has taken from her. On top of this, he loses rights 
that a husband normally would have (divorcing his wife).  

o A man must not marry his father’s wife – doing so is uncovering his father’s 
nakedness.  

§ Note: This law does not necessarily have sleeping with one’s mother in 
mind (prohibited elsewhere), but probably a stepmother. Although he 
didn’t marry her, this quickly brings to mind Reuben sleeping with Bilhah 
in Genesis.   

§ This could give some background to the story of Ham and Noah when 
Ham “uncovered his Father’s nakedness.” It is possible to understand 
Ham’s son Canaan as the result of his sleeping with (probably forcibly) 
Noah’s wife (his own mother) while Noah was drunk.  

 
10 Ibid. 693-694 



Pursuing Covenant Righteousness as the Holy People of YHWH (23:1-14) 

• People Excluded from the Assembly: The following people are not to enter the 
assembly of YHWH: 

o A man whose testicles are crushed or whose organ is cut off. 
§ Note: The removal of the main sexual organs (either) were common 

practices in the Ancient Near East but was not to be done in Israel. The 
forbidding of such a person to come into the assembly reflects the high 
regard for bodily integrity and wholeness.11  

o Someone born of a forbidden union – even to the tenth generation. 
§ Note: This is probably, in light of the context, to be understood as 

someone born from an incestuous relationship.  
o Ammonites and Moabites – even to the tenth generation.  

§ Note: This flows from the previous prohibition. Moses bases this in their 
refusal to help Israel in the wilderness, but as this would also apply to 
Edom, the illicit origin of the Ammonites and Moabites (products of the 
sexual union between Lot and his daughters) is probably also in mind 
here. A difficulty is Ruth, who was a Moabitess and was incorporated into 
Israel. It’s hard to imagine the text of Ruth taking anything but a positive 
reading on this. Perhaps Ruth’s repudiation of her origin and binding 
herself to Israel does away with the prohibition. If so, then this doesn’t 
restrict Moabites and Ammonites who turn to YHWH from being 
considered Israelites.12   

o But they are not to abhor Edomites, because Edom is a brother to Israel, not 
Egyptians, because they were sojourners in Egypt. Children born in the third 
generation can enter the assembly.  

o Note: What does “into the assembly mean”? First century Jews seemed to 
understand this as meaning that they could not enter into the temple (for 
instance, the lame man in Acts who waited outside the temple gates because he 
was not “whole”). Tigay argues that this means to become a naturalized citizen.13 
Block sees it as those who gather before YHWH to hear Him speak.14 

• Uncleanness in the Camp: When they are encamped against enemies, they are to keep 
themselves from evil things. 

o If a man has a nocturnal emission, he shall go outside of the camp until he has 
become clean again (evening and has bathed). 

o Excrement is to be buried in a designated spot outside of the camp.  

Pursuing Covenant Righteousness in Social and Economic Relationships (23:15-25:16) 

• Runaway Slaves: Israel is not to give a slave who has runaway back to his master. He is 
to dwell with them where he chooses and they are not to wrong him. 

 
11 Ibid. 695 
12 Block, Deuteronomy. 540 
13 Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, 1st edition. (Philadelphia: JEWISH PUBLICATON 
SOCIETY, 2003). 
14 Block, Deuteronomy. 534-535 



o Note: This is in contrast to other law codes which stipulated that slaves be 
returned to their masters.  

• Cult Prostitutes: No daughter or son of Israel is to be a cult prostitute. The fee of a 
prostitute or the price of a dog are not to be brought into the house of YHWH as a 
payment for any vow. 

o Notes: Cult prostitution was common in Canaanite religion, including male 
homosexual prostitution.  

o Dogs are unclean animals, despised in Israel, and, like money made unclean by 
its association with prostitution, so also was money used in buying and selling a 
dog not worthy to be brought to the tabernacle/temple.  

• Interest: No interest is to be charged on loans to a fellow Israelite. Foreigners may be 
charged interest.  

• Vows: Vows made to YHWH must be fulfilled without delay. If someone makes a vow 
and does not keep it, he is guilty of sin. Refraining from vowing is not a sin. They are to 
be careful to do what has passed their lips.  

• Eating from a Neighbor’s Crops: If an Israelite goes into a neighbor’s vineyard or 
field, he can eat his fill, but cannot put any into a bag or put to sickle to their grain.  

• Law on Divorce: If a man marries a wife and she doesn’t find favor with him, he is to 
write her a certificate of divorce. If she marries someone else and he also divorces her, 
the first husband is not to marry her again.  

• Newly married Men: A newly married man is to be free to stay with his wife for a year 
before he is eligible to be taken into the army.  

• Pledge: No one is to take a mill or an upper millstone in a pledge for that would be 
taking a life. 

o Note: The lower millstone would have been too large to take for a pledge, but 
the upper millstone would have disabled the mill.15 The general principle here is 
that the taking of pledges should not endanger the ability of a person to 
continue to provide for himself. This should be understood as an example of 
such a pledge and not exhaustive.  

• Kidnapping: A man who steals a fellow Israelite to make him a slaver or to sell him into 
slavery is to be put to death.  

• Leprous Disease: They are to be careful to do according to everything YHWH 
commanded them concerning leprous diseases – remembering what YHWH did to 
Miriam.  

• Loans: When an Israelite gives his neighbor a loan, he must stay outside and is not to 
come inside to collect the loan. If a poor man pledges his cloak, you must not sleep in it 
but are to return it before the end of the day.  

• Hired Workers: They are not to oppress hired workers, whether they be Israelites or 
sojourners. They are to give them their wages on the same day as their work. 

• Parents and Children: Fathers must not be put to death for the sins of their children 
nor children for the sins of their parents.  

o Notes: This seems to contradict many examples in biblical narrative. For 
instance, when Achan took plunder from Jericho, his entire family was killed. In 

 
15 Alter, The Hebrew Bible. 699 



the text in Joshua, there is nothing that seems to indicate that this was 
disapproved of by God (if anything, it seems to be approved of since the 
punishment on them because of Achan’s sin was lifted). It is sufficient to note at 
least that this is seemingly contrary to the Law in Deuteronomy.  

• Protecting the Helpless: They are not to pervert justice due to the sojourner or 
fatherless, or take a widow’s cloak in a pledge but remember that they were slaves in 
Egypt.  

o Note: Widows, fatherless, sojourners, and (not here, but elsewhere) foreigners, 
are protected classes since they lack natural protection. As always, the rationale 
behind their caring for these people is their prior state and God’s care for them. 
They were once fatherless and YHWH took Israel as His son. They were without a 
“husband” and YHWH took Israel as his wife. They were once wanderers without 
a land, and He is giving them a land. They were slaves, and He set them free. 
Among the strongest condemnations against Israel in the prophetic literature is 
their mistreatment of the widow, fatherless, sojourner, and foreigner. In 
Jeremiah, the king of Israel at the time promised to set the slaves of Israel free if 
they fought against an invading enemy and he reneged on that promise, bringing 
a harsh condemnation. For Israel, it is especially twisted for them to mistreat 
these people because they should remind them of what God did for them and 
inspire them to reflect His kindness.  

• Reaping and the Poor: When they reap their harvest and forget a sheaf in the field, 
they are not to go back and get it, but leave it for the sojourner, fatherless, and widow. 
When they beat their olive trees or gather their grapes they are not to go back over 
them, but are also to leave them, remembering that they were slaves in Egypt.  

o Notes: This does not seem to have been practiced by most of Israel, but Boaz’s 
following of this law in the book of Ruth is seen as evidence of his righteousness. 

• Limits on Beating: If the punishment for a guilty man is a beating, he should receive 
stripes in proportion to his offense. He shall not be beaten more than 40 times, lest he 
be degraded in your sight.  

o Notes: The concern is less that he might die than his dignity. Traditionally, 
Jewish beatings were limited at 39 in case the count was wrong so as to not 
accidently exceed 40.  

• Muzzling an Ox: An ox is not to be muzzled when treading out the grain.  
o Note: The ox, as a fellow worker, is to have some benefit from his work.  

• Levirate Marriage:  
o The Law: If brothers dwell together and one of them dies and has no son, the 

wife of the dead brother is to marry the living brother and he is to perform 
husbandly duties. Her first son will take up the name of the dead brother so that 
his name is not blotted out from Israel.  

o If the Brother Refuses: If the brother refuses to take her, the woman will go to 
the gate – to the town elders and say, “My husband's brother refuses to perpetuate 
his brother's name in Israel; he will not perform the duty of a husband's brother to 
me.” If he still refuses to take her, then she will, in the presence of the elders, 
take his sandal off of his foot and spit in his face and say, “So shall it be done to 



the man who does not build up his brother's house.” The name of his house will be, 
“The house of him who had his sandal pulled off.” 

o Notes: This also seems to connect with the Ruth story in the exchanging of 
sandals, but many of the details are not followed.  

• Improper Touch: If two men are fighting and one of their wives grabs the private parts 
of the other man in trying to help her husband, then her hand shall be cut off.  

o Note: There are parallels to other Ancient Near Eastern laws here that may help 
in understanding the idea behind the law. It is possible that the understanding 
here is that she has injured him in such a way that his ability to reproduce has 
been impaired.16 

• Weights: You shall not have two kings of weights or measurements – they must be fair. 
Those who cheat others this way are an abomination to YHWH.  

Interlude: Taking Care of Unfinished Business (25:17-19): Israel is called to remember what 
Amalek did when they came out of Egypt – attacking them when they were weak. When YHWH 
has given Israel rest, Amalek is to be blotted out from under heaven.  

Reading Deuteronomy Together:  You can certainly benefit from this class by attending and 
taking part in the discussions, but I believe you will benefit that much more by committing to 
reading through Deuteronomy along with the class.  To the end, Nancy Strohm will be 
preparing reading guides every week with the goal of helping you to observe the text and be 
prepared to discuss the text the following week. You can choose to read each section in a single 
sitting, spread it out through the week, or just attend the class and continue with your current 
Bible reading plan.  If you do choose to read with us, here is the reading for each week: 

• Week of 11/7: Deuteronomy 26-30 

 

 
16 Ibid. 702 


