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Deuteronomy 
 
The Law (4:41-26:19) 

1. Preamble (4:41-49) 
2. Ten Commandments (5:1-6:25) 
3. A Chosen People (7:1-26) 
4. Obey the Law (8:1-20) 
5. Warning Against Self-Righteousness (9:1-29) 
6. Rewards and Punishments (10:1-11:32) 
7. Ceremonial Laws Explained (12:1-16:17) 
8. Civil Laws Explained (16:18-20:20) 

a. Judges, Kings, Priests, Prophets (16:18-18:22) 
b. Manslaughter, Murder, Malice (19:1-21) 
c. Conduct in War (20:1-20) 

9. Social Laws Explained (21:1-26:19) 
a. Murder, War, and Family (21:1-23) 

 

The Law (4:41-26:19) 

Civil Laws: Judges, Kings, Priests, and Prophets (16:18-18:22) 

 

Original Context 
 
Moses called the people to have tender hearts toward those in need and for 
joyful celebration of worship to God through the three festivals. Now he turns to 
the leadership among God’s people (16:18-18:22). Although some see this section 
as the formation of a constitution for the people, the main theme running 
through the commands is righteousness before God in fidelity to the covenant 
(16:20).1 Rather than merely a manual for judges, kings, priests, and prophets, 
this section is also an appeal to God’s people to be full participants in 
righteousness before God.2 
 
It is possible to see this section (16:18-18:22) as an exposition and expansion of 
the fifth commandment in which the authority of parents is eclipsed by broader 
forms of human authority.3 Such a view is not necessary, however. The major 
theme of this section coincides with one of the major themes in Deuteronomy: 
justice. Indeed, this theme is explicitly stated in 16:20 (although not adequately 
demonstrated in the NKJV translation): “Justice, justice you shall pursue.”4 
Justice was a matter that was not only important for the people in every locality, 
but it was also something in which they should participate.  
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As such, judges (16:18-17:13) in addition to the elders in the towns were 
appointed so that justice might be maintained.5 Judges are to be appointed so 
that loyalty to God might be maintained. They are to make judgments that 
coincide with the covenant between God and His people (16:18).6 As such judges 
must 1) be faithful to the covenant; 2) evaluate every situation based upon 
covenant loyalty; 3) refuse to make decisions that mangle that fidelity; 4) refuse 
to show partiality; 5) refuse to accept a bribe; and 6) reject pagan7 and defective 
sacrifices which God hates (16:21-17:1).8 
 
When crimes of idolatry are reported, the judge is to inquire diligently in the 
matter (17:4).9 If the crime is true and confirmed by two or three witnesses, then 
the people must stone the offender. The goal of sentence of public execution is to 
protect the covenant and purge evil and its influence on the community.10 
 
When there are cases that are beyond the power of one individual to resolve, the 
judge shall gather with the priest and bring the issue before the Lord for His 
resolution (17:8-13). The important aspect of this pursuit of justice is that God 
Himself is the One who judges when the issue is less clearly connected to the 
explicit statements of the Torah.11 
 
Moses highlights the weakness in this judicial pursuit of justice. These weak links 
include “bribes that distort justice (16:19–20), verdicts that are not enforced 
(17:10–12), and cases where instruction was not heeded (17:10–12) or the lesson 
was not learned (17:13).”12 If the weaknesses find room in the relationship 
between God and His people and the judge, then the blessings of the covenant 
are also in jeopardy. 
 
Moses moves from the judges to the king (17:14-20). The king was to be chosen 
by God and an Israelite. As such, the king was God’s representative and 
responsible to set up and model a system in which covenant faithfulness 
flourishes. The king must avoid specific obstacles. These prohibitions run 
counter to the prevailing cultures in the Ancient Near East concerning the 
opulence and right of kings.13 The king must not multiply horses (17:16). This is a 
call for the king to avoid extravagant militaristic expansions.14 The king must 
avoid multiplying wives or possessions, symbolizing his procurement of 
international alliances by marriage or becoming fixated on amassing his wealth 
(17:17).15  
 
Rather than exalting himself, the king must be “self-effacing.”16 He “models 
godliness to the people by governing in a way that conforms to the requirements 
of the covenant” (17:18-20).17 Insistent upon such modeling, the king must write 
a copy of the Law in his own hand, and it shall be his “life-long companion and 
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source of wisdom and strength.”18 The goal is for the king to fear the Lord and 
obey Him (17:19).19 
 
Moses picks up the role of the priests in 18:1-8. He notes that they have no land 
for themselves. This landless status served two purposes. First, it demanded 
from the priest and absolute dependence upon the Lord,20 so that they were 
reminded daily that their inheritance is the Lord.21 Second, it called the people of 
God to be faithful in supporting the priests in accordance to God’s commands. 
Destitute priests were a disgrace to God’s honor and reputation.22 God had 
chosen the priests (18:5), and the people of God must treat them in the same way 
that God has treated Israel whom He has chosen.23 So when the priest from the 
outlying areas of the Land comes to the central place of worship, the people must 
care for him there as well (18:6).24  
 
The role of the priest is to minister in the name of the Lord (18:5, 7). The picture 
of this ministry is first the role of worship of God as one who stands in special 
relationship to God.25 This ministry is also representing the people before God.26 
 
The fourth category of offices that Moses highlights is the prophet (18:9-22). This 
section begins with a list of unacceptable forms of worship which were 
prominent among the people in the Land (18:9-14). These were forms of 
divination used to manipulate supernatural powers and forces.27 None of these 
forms were acceptable to God.28 “Israel is called to be whole with Yahweh its god 
and not to compromise that integrity by following the ways of other religions.”29 
God’s people are to be totally committed and blameless before God.30 
 
Because God promises His people a prophet like Moses, there is no need for the 
pagan practices which seek communication from deity (18:15-22). The prophet 
like Moses would be the mediator between God and His people. He would have 
access to God, talk with God, and be empowered by the Spirit of the Lord. When 
God’s people sought God, God would answer them through the prophet, just as 
He has done with Moses (18:16).31 Thus, these prophets promised by God to His 
people would heart God’s word to deliver to the people, speaking to the people 
with the authority of God Himself.32 
 
Moses gave the people instructions on dealing with people who came before 
them as a prophet. 
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This diagram from Daniel Block illustrates the test for prophetic utterances that 
the people of God are to follow.33 
 
The point of this section (16:18-18:22) is to call the people of God to pursue justice 
in conformity to His covenant.  
 

In dealing with these four groups, the biblical author moves backwards 
through the line of authority which starts with God communicating his 
instructions to the people through the prophets. After this, the priests have 
the responsibility of instructing the people concerning the word of God, and 
then the kings have the responsibility of setting up and maintaining a system 
based on the instructions given by God. Finally, the judges have the 
responsibility of enforcing the system that has been set up.34 

 
Thus, Moses not only prescribed arrangements for the administration of justice 
during his own leadership of Israel, but also for the new conditions after they 
enter the Promised Land. 
 

Eternal Truth 
 
1) God has the final answer. The role of the judges helps us in considering how 
the follower of Christ makes decisions. We are trying to make good and right 
decisions every day. To make good decisions today, we must go to God for the 
“Final Answer.” 
 
When we seek to make the right choices in our life, we should work hard to get 
all the facts we can.  The “preparations of the heart” involve the process of 
evaluation and analysis.  We should analyze and evaluate the pro’s and con’s.  
The Sage never says to stop thinking and working to make the right decision.  In 
fact, he tells us that we must work hard at preparing our heart to know the best 
course of action.35 
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Suppose I’m faced with a couple of options for lunch.  I evaluate the choices.  The 
cost-factor, type of food, and the aesthetic quality of the restaurant are weighed.  
But if I’m choosing for lunch with my wife, then she has the final say.  I can 
evaluate the options before me, but my wife culinary desires are more important 
to me than any of the other options. 
 
For all of our choices in life, we must evaluate the options before us.  We should 
put our heart and head into equation to see the best.  But if all we do is evaluate 
based upon the mathematics of the equation, then we will lose the mystery of the 
best in life.  The final answer belongs to God who sees and knows better than we 
what is best for us. 
 
What the Sage teaches us here, though, is that the final analysis and evaluation 
belong to God alone.  The right answer to our preparations depends upon the 
God who speaks.  He teaches us right from wrong in His Word.  So we must go 
to His Word to find what He says about what we should do.  He teaches us the 
course we should take through the direction of His Holy Spirit.  So we must 
submit fully to His Spirit to find out which choice to make.  He gives us 
spiritually empowered men and women to counsel us.  So we must seek advice 
from the friends of God who become our friends so that we make the right 
choices. 
 
In order to make good decisions in life, we must evaluate and analyze, but 
ultimately we must turn to the Lord Jesus for the right path to take.  After all, He 
is our Wonderful Counselor.  We tend to make bad decisions when we forget to 
go to Him for the final answer.  We make bad decisions when we fail to fear God 
and honor Him with our absolute submission. 
 
Roberta Hestenes, speaking at an Evangelical Press Association meeting, said, 
“When the fear of God is gone, the decisions of daily life are threatened.”36  
Without turning to God for the final answer, we will certainly make poor 
decisions today. 
 
Jesus is ready to help us.  He wants us to make the right choices in this life, and 
He has given us the ability to make the right decision through His help.  Why 
would we neglect the Lord who can see from eternity to eternity?  We need to go 
to Him for the best decisions.  The “Final Answer” belongs to Him and He gives 
it to us so that we might experience the very best in life. 
 
2) God’s Word as our Life Long Companion. Just as the king of Israel must 
make God’s word his life-long companion, we too must embrace the words of 
Jesus which give us life. 
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We live in a day when people constantly are drifting toward danger.  We know 
about the storms that rage against our lives.  It may be finances, family and 
friends, or the ferocious foes in our future that create the swirling dark clouds of 
the storm in our lives, but we can have a life built to last in the day of the storm.  
Jesus paints the picture of life in the image of a storm.   
 
Storms come to our world testing the metal of our life.  The hurricane of change 
that rattles the shutters of our relationships and shakes the panes of our home.  
The hurricane of difficulty that blows with the wind of loneliness as we search 
for meaning in our singleness.  The hurricane of trouble that sends the down-
pour of despair into our marriage.  The hurricane of heartache that sends the 
flood of pain of betrayal or burnout.37 
  
Jesus gives us instruction today on how to build a life that will survive the test of 
the storm.  In order to have a life that is built to last, we must have the right 
foundation.  And that foundation is following the instructions of Jesus Christ.  
We are wise when we take the teaching of Jesus and filter every decision, action, 
thought, and feeling through what He has taught.38 
 
The foundation of our life and the essence of our lifestyle must agree with the 
life-lifting teaching of Jesus.  Jesus is the Master-Builder, the Architect of life.  In 
order to thrive in the face of the raging tempest, we must have a life that is 
founded and grounded upon His Word.  We must be like Peter, who declared: 
“Lord, to whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.  Also we have 
come to believe and know that You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” 
(John 6:68-69, NKJV). 
 
The danger of the storm will wreck the life that is not grounded upon Christ 
Jesus and His words of life.  When we hear His Word, but then leave His words 
to live according to our own desires, our personal intellect, or the collective 
ignorance of others.  Our house may appear as secure as the one built upon the 
rock, but the test of the whirlwind and the deluge will reveal its diseased 
foundation of sand.39 
 
To face the storms of this life with victory, we must build our life upon Jesus 
Christ.  Anything less will not stand secure, especially in the final, raging wind of 
God’s holy judgment.  As Augustine wrote: “You stimulate us to take pleasure in 
praising You, because You have made us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless 
until they can find peace in You.”40 
 
3) Priesthood of All Believers. E. Y. Mullins declared that “all persons have an 
equal right to direct access to God.”41  This is the definition of the religious axiom 
of soul competency.  The soul’s competency, as described by Mullins, is based 
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upon the premise that all persons who are created in the image of God are fully 
capable of responding to God directly.42  W. T. Conner described this religious 
axiom of Baptist life as “man’s capacity for God.”  He stated, 
 

Man must have a capacity to respond to the creative and redemptive power 
of God.  In other words, there must be something more in man than there is 
in things or animals; else he could not be religious.  If there were not found in 
man a capacity not found in things or animals, God could not bring him into 
fellowship with himself.43 

 
Herschel Hobbs defined soul competency as “every person, or soul, is competent 
to stand before God without need for a human or human-made ‘go-between.’”44  
Although, soul competency is certainly a Baptist axiom, it is not exclusively 
Baptist in origin.  John Calvin wrote of the semen religionis as the natural capacity 
of humanity’s soul toward God that creates in human history the natural 
inclination for religion.45   
 
Soul competency describes the responsibility and privilege of the individual 
human being to come to God.  This doctrine, however, unveils the accountability 
of the individual before God.  Paul’s discourse in Romans 1 and 2 promotes the 
inexcusable position of the human being before God because of soul 
competency.46  J. P. McBeth, another Southern Baptist New Testament scholar, 
stated, “The force of this clause [the revealed knowledge of God is within them] 
is not that the knowledge of God was revealed to them, but that the knowledge 
of God is within them by virtue of inherent existence, and as an abiding principle 
of nature.”47  That is soul competency—the knowledge of God “by virtue of 
inherent existence” which renders each person accountable for a right 
relationship with Him.  Each person has the right and privilege of direct access to 
God, and each person is therefore accountable.  As B. H. Carroll noted, “This is 
the first principle of New Testament law—to bring each naked soul face to face 
with God.”48 
 
Soul competency, however, is not synonymous with the priesthood of all 
believers.  The soul’s competency is universal for all humanity, but the 
priesthood of believers is not universal for all humanity.  In Herschell Hobbs’ 
revised edition of The Axioms of Religion by E. Y. Mullins, the principle of soul 
competency is subjoined to soteriology, so that “direct access to God through 
Christ is inherent in the Christian faith.”49  Although all Baptist believers would 
agree with that statement, it confuses the biblical declaration of soul competency 
with the principle of the priesthood of all believers.50  The statement is more a 
reflection of the priesthood of all believers rather than the axiom of soul 
competency.  In a systematic system of theology, soul competency belongs under 
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the heading of the humanity.  The priesthood of all believers belongs under the 
heading of the church. 
 
Timothy George suggests similarly that the principle of soul competency must 
not be confused or synonymously applied to the principle of the priesthood of all 
believers. 
 

Priesthood applies only to those who, through repentance and faith, have 
been admitted into the covenant of grace and, consequently, have been made 
participants in the priestly ministry of their Mediator, Jesus Christ (i.e., to 
believers only).  As we shall see, priesthood of believers is really a part of the 
doctrine of the church.  It cannot be stretched into an anthropomological 
generalization without doing great violence to its biblical and historic 
Reformation meaning.51 

 
The biblical basis for the priesthood of the believer begins with the classic text, 1 
Peter 2:9-10.52  Peter calls the church a kingdom of priests ().  
He is quoting God’s declaration to the nation of Israel through Moses (Ex 19:3-
6).53 Curtis Vaughan and the late Thomas Lea, two of our most outstanding 
Southern Baptist New Testament scholars, have written, “The emphasis is on 
Christians in their corporate capacity, not as individuals. …Christians may be 
thought of as a ‘royal’ priesthood because they belong to and are in the service of 
Christ, their King.”54   
 
Kenneth Gangel writes, “The Old Testament reference is a picture of Israel 
serving as a community of priests in the world… Like the reference to Israel, the 
reference to the church depicts this community in its relationship to the world 
around.”55   
 
Cheung further notes, “The believers’ priesthood in this passage signifies, 
however, not the rights and privileges of individuals, far less a participation in 
any sense in the sacrificial work of Christ, but rather the electedness and holiness 
of the corporate people of God.”56   
 
The radical individualism present in our culture today has twisted this treasured 
principle of the Baptist heritage into a rugged, autonomous statement of 
relativism: “The Scripture says what I say it says.”   
 
The priesthood of all believers certainly insists upon the right of private 
interpretation of Scripture.  Martin Luther led the way in the recovery of this 
principle during the Reformation.57   The locus classicus of this doctrine, however, 
paints the picture of  
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Christian experience played an important role in the systematic theology of Dr. 
Mullins.58  Accordingly, Dr. James Leo Garrett asks these pertinent questions: 
 

Was Mullins using “Christian experience” for apologetic reasons at a time 
when pragmatism and personalism were dominant philosophies in the 
United States?  Or, was Mullins considering “religious experience” as a 
secondary channel or vehicle for transmitting Christian truth?  Or, was 
“Christian experience” for Mullins an authoritative source of Christian truth?  
Mullins’s lengthy discussion of “Christian experience” in relation to 
“Christian knowledge” and “Christian certainty” makes it difficult to deny 
categorically that Christian experience was for Mullins a source of Christian 
truth.59 

 
Christian experience, however, if it is a source for Christian theology and 
doctrine, must always be secondary to “the supreme authority of Scripture.”60 
 
When leaders of the early church began to apply the term of priest to themselves, 
a title that reached full flower by the medieval period, the priesthood of all 
believers became obscured.61  
 
The distinction between laity and clergy was amplified by the assumption of a 
sacerdotal caste. This has led Grudem to warn, “To try to perpetuate such a 
‘priesthood’ distinct from the rest of believers is to attempt to maintain an Old 
Testament institution which Christ has abolished once and for all.”62 
 
When such an identity is fostered, some may fear that a pastor will usurp the 
mediatorial role of Christ—and people will look to the minister for absolution 
from sin rather than to Christ. “There is an entire silence about priestly functions; 
for the most exalted office in the Church, the highest gift of the Spirit, conveyed 
no sacerdotal right which was not enjoyed by the humblest member of the 
Christian community.”63 
 
We are therefore priests unto the Lord. You and I were made especially to fit in a 
very significant place in the house that God is building (1 Peter 2:4-5).  Jesus is 
the cornerstone, the capstone, the keystone in God’s Building Plan.  All other 
stones, every other person of humanity’s whole, find their place in relation to the 
keystone.  Our identity is our place in God’s Building Plan and Blueprint.64   
 
As Peter wrote, he unveiled the key to unlock the mystery of our identity.  He 
wrote, “Coming to Him as to a living stone.”  We discover our identity, our place 
in God’s Building Plan, when we come to Christ.  Coming to Christ is a picture of 
drawing near to Jesus in a personal relationship.65 
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Consumed by his own place in God’s Building Plan, amazed by the miracle of 
God’s grace that changed him from the inside-out, Peter shared this powerful, 
identity-shaping truth (1 Peter 2:9-10).   
 
God has chosen us! We once lived as nameless mass of men and women walking 
a wasteland wilderness.  But Christ has given us His name.  He has given us our 
identity in His family.66 Peter moves us beyond private faith in our personal 
lives.  Instead of our faith being a personal matter alone, God tells us that we are 
a holy priesthood, offering up service acceptable to God.67  We serve Him in a 
way that fits who we are in Christ.  This service, this calling shouts to the world 
the glory of God.68 
 
4) Spiritual Battles. Just as the children of Israel faced the debilitating threat of 
the worship of pagan gods, we too need to understand that there is a spiritual 
realm that threatens our future. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a 
process to take us to crazy places in life.  The devil seeks to destroy.  Jesus gives 
life.  The devil tries to convince us every day that we can be satisfied apart from 
the life that Jesus has given and which He offers.   
 
We need the power of God that raised Jesus from the dead to give us the strength 
each day to live what we believe.  Paul called for believers to get to the source of 
security and strength, so that God pours His power into our lives each day.69  
When we connect with Christ, we have access to the power that He possesses.70  
We need to get to the Source consistently and regularly to face the onslaught of 
attack.71   
 
In Eph 6:10-13, Paul teaches us the spiritual weapons that God provides us are 
sufficient to overwhelm any threat from spiritual forces seeking to destroy us. 
Paul called the believers to be ready for the day of attack.72  The life and death 
struggle is with the supernatural forces of evil, and they are ready for hand to 
hand combat with humanity.73  So, Paul outlined the equipment that God 
provided to protect His people with His strength. 
 
Truth. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a process to take us to crazy 
places in life.74  The belt of truth in the armor of God protects us, giving us a true 
north to this journey so that we don’t get tricked or trapped by the cunning 
deceit of the devil. 
 
The belt of the ancient soldier was a sash that told everyone that the person was 
an “officer or high official.”75  Pray that He would infiltrate you and your family 
with His truth about your identity as His prized treasure.  Put on the colors of 
victory.  Christ has poured the dignity and strength of His character into us. 
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Righteousness. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a process to take us to 
crazy places in life.  The breastplate of righteousness in the armor of God 
protects our heart from the emotions that the enemy would use to destroy us and 
our relationships.  God made a promise to His people.76  He would walk with 
them and strengthen them and protect them.   
 
Set out with spiritual fervor each morning to live in a manner that is pleasurable 
to Christ, refusing from the outset of the day to walk a path that God has not 
blazed for us.77  Pray that we would not give our affections to sin but that every 
decision, action, and word would stand in line with Christ’s character. 
 
The Gospel. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a process to take us to 
crazy places in life.  The gospel is our foundation.78  The shoes were the 
foundation of each soldier.  It gave the traction that gave them the ability to 
withstand the onslaught of the most ferocious attack.   
 
We must look for satisfaction in Christ alone. We must put on this morning the 
foundation for every relationship and the life we live today.  It is the daily 
dependence on the gospel that gives us peace in our heart and life.79  It is the 
daily confession that I live to share the gospel of peace with everyone in my 
life.80 
 
Faith. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a process to take us to crazy 
places in life.  He fires his flaming darts at us, and God gives us the shield of 
faith to protect us.81  The shield guarded the soldier from head to toe.  It was 
used to guard against the enemy’s attack from every side.   
 
We must depend upon God fully. Faith then is our shield, our refuge and 
protection, against the onslaught of the devil’s trickeries and traps.  We take up 
this shield when we cling to the promises of God and gain our strength through 
and in Him.82  We confess that God is good and that He is working for our good.  
We declare that we trust in Him. 
 
Salvation. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a process to take us to 
crazy places in life.  The battle for our future begins in our minds as followers of 
Christ.  We need to guard our minds from the attack of the devil.   
 
We must train our mind to be secured by God’s grace. The helmet protects the 
head, the seed of our thought life.  Satan bombards us with temptations, fear, 
hatred, suspicion, mistrust, false doctrines, and a host of other mental 
distractions.  Salvation is not only the forgiveness of past sins, it is the strength to 
overcome, even conquer, present and future sins.83 And in wearing the helmet, 
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we have confidence, confidence that nothing can separate us from the love of 
God.  
 
The Word of God. We live in a crazy world, and the devil has a process to take 
us to crazy places in life.  God’s Word is the weapon that we use to hold our 
ground and send the enemy running.  We speak God’s Word against our foes.84   
 
We must diligently use God’s Word in the culture of our souls to guide our steps 
and to push the deception of sin back into the shadows.  Like Jesus faced the 
devil in the wilderness with the Word of God, we must pray for God to give us 
His Word to send the enemy packing. 
 
We need to pray earnestly and urgently for one another. Paul knew that things 
would be challenging for him as he sought to fulfill the mission that God had 
given to him.  He knew it would be challenging for us as well.  So he emphasizes 
the necessity of prayer.85  We should pray in times of crisis, when the intensity of 
our challenge may be met with the intensity of our petition before God.  In 
prayer, Paul knew the power of God would be unleashed in the lives of Christ’s 
followers. 
 

Civil Laws: Manslaughter, Murder, Malice (19:1-21) 

 

Original Context 
 
In chapter 19, Moses moves to issues related to community life, beginning with 
cities of refuge (19:1-13).86 The provision for cities of refuge would be 
strategically located throughout Israelite territory, so that the cycle of revenge 
and “blood feud” violence, so common among the people of the Ancient Near 
East, would be stopped. Asylum “is not to curb the feeling of vengeance, but to 
limit the act of revenge in order to make a stable social fabric possible.”87  
 
The first case addressed is the occasion of accidental death in which one person 
kills another accidentally (19:4-7).88 He seeks refuge in one of the prescribed 
cities, and the “avenger of blood” cannot act in haste in exact revenge. On the 
phrase in 19:6,  [gōēl hăddām], it is indicative of a close relative who is 
authorized and obliged to perform an act of vindication for the family’s honor. 
Thus, the mandate is to here to protect the nation from a miscarriage of justice.89 
 
The second case deals with intentional murder (19:11-13). If the person who 
commits intentional murder runs to a city of refuge, then the elders of the city in 
which the murder occurred fetch the murderer and deliver him to the “avenger 
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of blood” for execution.90 The execution of a murderer is the will of God, and it is 
for the good of His people.91 
 
The third matter that Moses unpacks deals with moving ancient landmarks, 
which is an attack on a neighbor’s property. This issue is picked up in Proverbs 
22:28 as well: 
 

Do not remove the ancient landmark Which your fathers have set. (Proverbs 
22:28)  

 
The face-value this mandate warns against moving the boundaries that God 
established in the Promised Land for each family of Israel (Num 34; Deut 19:14; 
Josh 12-19).92 In Numbers 34, God outlined the borders that He had given His 
children as an inheritance.  He gives the command against moving the landmark 
(Deut 19:14, 27:17).  Joshua 12 describes the landmarks positioned on the other 
side of the Jordan as an inheritance from the Lord.  Joshua 13 describes the 
boundaries yet to be taken as their inheritance from the Lord.  Joshua 15-19 
describes the border of the families in Israel. The Lord gave each tribe and family 
of His people a portion of land as an inheritance, clearly marked through His 
ancient promises.93 
 
The ancient landmark is the provision of God’s promise for His people to thrive 
and flourish. To move an ancient landmark is to trample on God’s provision to 
others and seek to steal that provision for oneself.94 To move the ancient 
landmark is not only to rob from one’s neighbor, it is also to reject the will, 
purpose, and promise of God.95 It is important to honor the ancient boundary 
that God has established,96 but there will be no protection when faithfulness to 
God is absent.97  Just as the ancient landmark represented God’s covenant of love 
with His children, and to move it is to violate the covenant.98 
 
The final section deals with due process in a court proceeding (19:15-21). The 
principle is simple; it takes two or three witnesses to establish charges against 
another (19:15).99 If there is false testimony, which is intended to harm the other 
person,100 then both men are brought before the priests and judges to analyze 
carefully the matter. If the false witness is confirmed, then the people should do 
to the false witness what he plotted to do with his lies.101  
 
In 19:21, Moses gives the “eye for eye” principle known as lex talionis.102 This 
principle is good and beneficial for court, but it is insufficient in matters of 
personal relationships and attitudes. It is a principle designed to make sure that 
the punishment fits the crime, but it is inconsistent with valid ethics in personal 
relationships, especially as taught by Jesus (Matt 5:38-42).103 
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Eternal Truth 
 
1) Beyond Murder. Unless, we find our righteousness in Christ, we are engaged 
in a futile pursuit of rules and missteps.104  This righteousness becomes ours 
through repentance and faith in Christ.  He has fulfilled the will of God perfectly, 
and through faith in Him and repentance, we find His life transforming our 
heart.105 
 
As we depend upon Him, we gain insight into His perfect portrayal of the Law 
for our lives today. The Law declared that those who committed murder were 
condemned under a sentence of death (Exo 20:13; Deut 21:1-9).  Jesus, however, 
moves us beyond the law to see God’s desire (Matt 5:21-26).  He tackles more 
than what one does.  He shows us that what is in our heart matters.106   
 
The person who has a heart filled with anger is in danger of the same judgment 
as the person who commits murder.  So, if we damage our relationship with 
others, then we damage our relationship with God.107  Our priority is to consider 
how we reflect God’s heart in conflict. 
 
Jesus described the dangers for those who ignore God’s honor in conflict.  First 
we see the danger of being angry with a brother.  Jesus declares that if one is 
angry with a brother, then he is liable for the same court of judgment reserved 
for those who murdered another.108  Second, if one calls a brother an “idiot,” then 
he is in danger of being judged by the highest ruling court of the Jewish 
people.109  Third, and ultimately, the one who proclaims a brother a fool is in 
danger of God’s wrath.110 
 
Here’s what we need to see.  Jesus is developing for us a general principle which 
will aid us in conflicts with others.111  His intent is to show us the vital 
importance of having the right heart of love for the person with whom we are at 
odds.  God demands that our hearts be molded by His love, especially in 
conflict.112  His honor is the most important matter.   
 
Indeed, without reconciliation with someone at odds with us, our worship is 
useless.  Jesus calls us to take the first step toward reconciliation with 
someone.113  When we have a fractured relationship, we need to take 
responsibility to make things right with them.114  Someone is holding a grudge 
against us, and we need to take the first step to make peace with them.  In 5:9, 
Jesus declared that peacemakers will be blessed by God and known as His 
children. 
 
Jesus uses another example to teach us our responsibility.  It’s obvious from this 
example, that it is our responsibility to make things right with the person we’ve 
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wronged.115  We have broken trust with another.116  So, our response is to do all 
that we can to make things right with them.117 
 
2) Beyond Revenge. We need help with our relationships.  In times of difficulty, 
the tensions rise and create a real challenge in the area of friends and family.  So 
the counsel from Christ helps us today.  The real lesson that we learn is to go the 
second mile in our friendships.  It’s a lesson on how to love others the way Christ 
has loved us. 
 
When we relate to others like Jesus, we will be extravagant with grace.  Rather 
than trying to limit our retaliation against others for wrongs done to us, we 
respond with grace when we have been wronged.118  When someone insults us, 
we must not respond with insults but with grace.119  When someone seeks to get 
our coat, we must give them our shirt.120  When someone forces us to go one 
mile, we must go two.121  When someone asks for help, we must give it 
generously.  Christ teaches us that we find joy when we give God’s grace to 
those who seek to hurt us.   
 

Civil Laws: Conduct in War (20:1-20) 

 

Original Context 
 
Moses continues to prepare the people of God for entrance into the Land that 
God had given by sharing with them how to conduct themselves in war. This 
section begins with instructions on how to encourage the troops for battle (20:1-
9). In the face of the fear that would certainly confront His people, Moses calls 
them to remember that the Lord God fights the battle and gives them the victory 
(20:1-4).122 On the verge of battle, the priests come before the troops and remind 
them again to set aside fear with faith in the God who leads them. Then the 
officers screen those who are among the people, filtering out those who are 
distracted by various transitions in life (19:5-7) as well as those who are 
overcome by fear and who are infecting others with their fear (20:8).123 After 
screening the participants in the upcoming battle, commanders would be placed 
at the head of the troops.124 
 
The second movement of the passage gives with instructions for the battle (20:10-
18). As the people of God approach a city,125 they are to offer a chance for 
surrender.126 If the people accepted the terms of peace, then it would open its 
gates and the inhabitants would become vassals of Israel. If not, then Israel was 
to lay siege to the city. Upon victory, they would execute the males, spare 
everything else, and enjoy the spoils of war (20:14). 
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For cities that were designated by the Lord immediately across the Jordan, 
however, the policy of chērem applied; namely, they were to destroy everything 
except the environment around the city (20:19-20). The policy of chērem applied 
to a particular people at a particular time: the Canaanites in Israel’s occupation of 
the Land. It also applied to the Israelites if they abandoned God and became like 
the Canaanites (13:15-16). 
 
The policy of chērem was specifically designed to deal with the pervading 
corporate identity of the peoples in the Ancient Near East. Rather than 
individual identity being the highest ideal as in our Western culture, for the 
individual in the times of Moses, identity came through community. Therefore, 
“if the Canaanites survived, their unholy religion could turn Israel aside from 
serving the Lord” (20:18).127 
 
Rahab provides an astounding exception to the policy of chērem. The Canaanites 
had forty years to consider the inevitable invasion of God’s people into the Land 
(Josh 2:8-11). Because she acknowledged God and gave her allegiance to Him 
and His people, she found grace in His sight. Further, in God’s sovereignty, 
Rahab became ancestor to Jesus (Matt 1:5). The point is that God gave the 
Canaanites forty years to declare faith in Him and be spared. 
 

Eternal Truth 
 
1) Have courage through Christ. When faced with the chains of his life, Paul had 
a perspective that produced joy.  He saw opportunity for God to do something 
great.  So, he declared that he had joy in his present circumstances and in the 
future.128 Paul’s heart was fixed on joy regardless the future outcome of his 
chains.129  He helps us understand the perspective that transformed his heart 
toward joy through the perspectives that moved him. 
 
As Paul approached Caesar’s court, he was confident of rescue that would come 
from the favor of God so that he would cause no shame to Christ or the gospel. 
 

For I know that this will turn out for my deliverance through your prayer and 
the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, according to my earnest expectation 
and hope that in nothing I shall be ashamed, but with all boldness, as always, 
so now also Christ will be magnified in my body, whether by life or by death. 
(Philippians 1:19-20) 

 
Paul had seen the glorious work of God in the past, beginning personally in his 
own salvation.  This confidence of God’s rescuing love at work in his life in the 
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past gave him the perspective of absolute, “I know,” confidence in God’s 
rescuing love in the present and future.130   
 
What is the nature of this “deliverance” which so consumed Paul’s perspective?  
The term can point to the rescue of physical life, like when Peter cried out for 
Jesus to save him when he tried to walk on water (Mark 14:30).  It can mean a 
healing from a physical ailment (James 5:15).131  Yet, Paul’s use of the term is 
pretty exclusively related to the theological sense, such as rescue from God’s 
future judgment and rescue toward the measure and stature of Christ, being 
conformed to the image of Christ (Rom 8:29).132   
 
Paul obviously had been meditating on Job’s situation as he penned this letter.  
He quotes Job’s statement exactly in verse 19.133 “He also shall be my salvation, 
For a hypocrite could not come before Him” (Job 13:16). Even though Job had 
undergone life-shattering circumstances, he responded to his friends with 
confidence of God’s vindication.134 And like Job, Paul had an abiding confidence 
of deliverance from anything in his life or conduct that would bring shame to 
Christ.135  It was not that he was focused on deliverance from his chains in the 
present, but he was focused on his ultimate deliverance that no earthly court 
could deny.  He may face life and death, but he would be delivered.136  God will 
vindicate him in the heavenly court.137   
 
The power of prayer of the Spirit’s help join forces to bring about joy in Paul’s 
view of his future.138  Paul was asking his friends and partners in the gospel to 
continue to pray for him, believing that the power of their prayer would 
strengthen him to stand firm for God’s glory before Caesar.  Paul was not asking 
for them to pray for his acquittal before Caesar’s court, but for his strength to live 
in the midst of his struggle so that the gospel might progress whether he lives or 
dies.139  In answer to their prayers, the Spirit of Jesus would strengthen and 
equip him. 
 
This is the perspective that leads us to joy in the face of personal difficulties.  Like 
Paul, we live with a clear picture of God’s rescuing love in our lives.  Through 
the power of God present in our lives through the prayers of our friends and the 
supply of the Spirit, God will strengthen and equip us to fulfill our calling, even 
in the direst circumstance, so that God will say of us, “Well done!” 
 
2) Deal radically with our sin. [See eternal truth section on Deuteronomy 13] 
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Social Laws: Murder, War, Family (21:1-23) 

 

Original Context 
 
As Christopher J. H. Wright suggests, “each of the five sections of this chapter 
deals with a situation of human distress or misconduct and seeks either to rectify 
the wrong or to mitigate its worst effects.”140  
 
First, if a man is found slain and there is no known murderer, then the people of 
God at the local level must act in order to alleviate the spiritual crisis created by 
the murder (21:1-9). In such a case, elders, judges, and priests are called upon by 
God to atone for the shedding of innocent blood in the land. Because there is no 
known assignment for the blood-guilt, the elders of the closest town must 
symbolically call upon God’s grace for the people in offering forgiveness. The 
means of this ritual is killing a cow and washing the hands with the statement 
from the elders: 
 

“Our hands did not shed this blood, nor did our eyes see it shed. Accept 
atonement, O LORD, for your people Israel, whom you have redeemed, and 
do not set the guilt of innocent blood in the midst of your people Israel, so 
that their blood guilt be atoned for.” (Deuteronomy 21:7–8)  

 
Thus the people demonstrate faithfulness to God in the face of a crime and call 
upon God’s faithfulness to bring forgiveness. 
 
Second, Moses deals with female captives from war (21:10-14). If a soldier desires 
a female captive, then he must 1) give her time to adjust in her new setting as a 
captive, 2) refrain from any “honeymoon” rights until the period of adjustment is 
over, and 3) set her free if he changes his mind, for he must not humiliate her 
further.141  
 
Third, if a man has two wives and the less loved wife bears the firstborn, then the 
man must honor the status of the firstborn, even if the wife he loves more bears a 
son (21:15-17). The goal of this law is to protect the less favored wife from 
injustice.142 
 
Fourth, if a mother and father have a stubborn and rebellious son who refuses to 
honor his parents, then the father brings that incorrigible son to the elders of the 
city and the son is stoned to death (21:18-21).143 Rather than experiencing the 
blessings of a long life filled with blessing (5:16), the obstinately rebellious son 
experiences the opposite through death. This action of the community in stoning 
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the rebellious son is intended to snuff out further rebellion among the people 
(21:21). 
 
Finally, if a man is executed by hanging, then the people shall not pollute the 
Land by allowing him to remain hanging overnight (21:22-23). The implications 
from this example begin with the reason for the man’s execution; specifically, he 
broke the covenant of God. He was accursed of God, not because he was hanging 
on a tree, but because of his covenant infidelity which led to his death.144 
 

Eternal Truth 
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