Redeemed People, Ordered Lives
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(Lesson #23)

22:1 ¶  "If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and kills it or sells it, he shall repay five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep. 
These laws—part of what is called the Book of the Covenant (Exod 24:7)—govern Israel’s worship, social relationships, economic practices, and judicial procedures. If the Ten Commandments function as the covenant “constitution,” these additional laws serve as case‑law applications, illustrating how the foundational principles work out in concrete situations.
Exodus 22:1 builds on the eighth commandment, “You shall not steal.” Here the focus is not merely on the act of theft but on the appropriate restitution when the stolen property is essential to a family’s livelihood. 
The required restitution—fivefold for an ox and fourfold for a sheep—reflects both the value of the animal and the severity of the crime. The higher penalty for an ox likely stems from its role as a labor animal; stealing it was not merely theft of property but an attack on a family’s ability to work the land. 
The goal was not incarceration—something virtually absent in Israel’s legal system—but restitution and reconciliation. The offender must tangibly repair the damage done to the victim, restoring shalom (שָׁלוֹם), the wholeness of community life.
As you reflect on this law, I want to share with you a story you are likely familiar with. David had sinned grievously again against God. First, he had committed adultery (breaking the seventh commandment) and then he had Uriah murdered (breaking the sixth commandment). We read this in (II Sam 12:1-6). 
What David called for was the application of the Mosaic Law. It is noteworthy that his desire to see the Mosaic law enforced changes the moment he realizes this is about his adultery and subsequent murder.  
Vs 2-3  If a thief is found breaking in and is struck so that he dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for him, 3  but if the sun has risen on him, there shall be bloodguilt for him. He shall surely pay. If he has nothing, then he shall be sold for his theft. 
These verses apply broader principles connected to the sixth commandment, “You shall not murder.” Here the law distinguishes between justified killing in self‑defense and unlawful killing that constitutes murder.
The scenario begins with a thief “breaking in”, a Hebrew term that literally refers to tunneling or breaking through a wall—an act of covert intrusion. If this occurs at night and the homeowner strikes the intruder, resulting in the thief’s death, the homeowner is not guilty of bloodshed.
The reasoning is practical and compassionate: darkness creates uncertainty, The homeowner cannot discern the intruder’s intentions, and the threat to life is presumed. Thus, lethal force allowable.  
This principle is echoed later in Scripture: the distinction between accidental killing and intentional murder underlies the laws of the cities of refuge (Num 35:9–34).
However, “if the sun has risen on him,” meaning the break‑in occurs during daylight, the situation changes. In the light of day, the homeowner can see the thief, assess the threat, and is presumed capable of defending himself without resorting to lethal force. Killing the thief in this scenario incurs bloodguilt,  meaning the homeowner is held responsible for unjustified homicide.
This distinction reflects a key biblical principle: the value of human life outweighs the value of property. Even a guilty thief retains the dignity of being made in God’s image (Gen 9:6; Matt 5:21–22).
The text continues: “He shall surely pay”, emphasizing full restitution. 
If the thief lacks the means to repay, “he shall be sold for his theft.” This refers to temporary indentured servitude. As previously noted (Ex 21:2), such servitude lasted no more than six years. 
This stands in contrast to many ancient Near Eastern legal systems, which often imposed mutilation or severe corporal punishment for theft. Israel’s law reflects Yahweh’s character—just, restorative, and protective of both victim and offender.
Vs 4  If the stolen beast is found alive in his possession, whether it is an ox or a donkey or a sheep, he shall pay double. 
This verse introduces a modification to the restitution laws. Unlike Exodus 22:1, where the thief must repay fourfold or fivefold if the animal has been slaughtered or sold, here the penalty is reduced to double if the stolen beast is recovered alive. 
The Hebrew verb for “found” (matsaʾ, מָצָא) emphasizes discovery and recovery, while “pay” (shalam, שָׁלַם) carries the sense of making restitution or “making whole.” 
The principle is clear: the severity of restitution corresponds to the degree of loss. If the victim regains their property, the damage is lessened, though the thief still faces a penalty to deter future theft. 
In broader biblical theology, the idea of restitution points to Christ’s work of redemption. Thus, even in this seemingly technical law, we glimpse the divine pattern of justice tempered by mercy.
Vs 5  "If a man causes a field or vineyard to be grazed over, or lets his beast loose and it feeds in another man’s field, he shall make restitution from the best in his own field and in his own vineyard. 
This verse addresses property damage caused by negligence rather than outright theft. The scenario envisions a man allowing his animal to graze in another’s field or vineyard, thereby consuming crops that do not belong to him. Unlike theft, this is a case of careless disregard for another’s property. 
The law requires restitution, but not in multiples—rather, the offender must restore with produce from “the best” of his own field or vineyard. The emphasis on “the best” is significant. It ensures that restitution is not made with inferior goods, which would compound the injustice. The principle here is one-to-one repayment.
The requirement of restitution anticipates New Testament teaching (Phil 2:3-5).
Equally, the principle of offering “the best” echoes the sacrificial system, where only unblemished offerings were acceptable to God (Lev. 22:20). Of course, this reminds us that God offered His VERY BEST, so that you and I might spend eternity with Him.  
Vs 6  "If fire breaks out and catches in thorns so that the stacked grain or the standing grain or the field is consumed, he who started the fire shall make full restitution. 
This verse presents yet another scenario of property damage, this time caused by fire. The Hebrew phrase suggests an accidental or uncontrolled blaze, rather than deliberate arson. The law envisions a man using fire—perhaps for clearing brush or cooking—and the flames spread unintentionally into another’s field.
The offender is required to make “full restitution”, a phrase that emphasizes complete repayment. The exact amount is unstated, but the expectation is that the victim’s loss is fully restored.
Theologically, this passage highlights the seriousness of carelessness. Sin is not only intentional rebellion but can also arise from negligence that harms others. 
Vs 7 ¶  "If a man gives to his neighbor money or goods to keep safe, and it is stolen from the man’s house, then, if the thief is found, he shall pay double. 
This verse addresses items given to a neighbor for safekeeping. If these entrusted goods are stolen, and the thief is apprehended, the penalty is double restitution. 
This law continues Moses’ elaboration on the Eighth Commandment (“You shall not steal,” Ex. 20:15). It highlights that theft is not only a violation of property but also of trust. 
When someone entrusts valuables to another, the relationship is covenantal in nature—rooted in faithfulness and reliability. Theft in this context undermines both economic stability and social bonds.
In the New Testament Paul would remind believers about faithfulness (I Cor 4:2). 
Vs 8  If the thief is not found, the owner of the house shall come near to God to show whether or not he has put his hand to his neighbor’s property. 
Still following the theme of items given to a neighbor for safekeeping, in this case when theft is alleged but no thief can be identified. 
The Hebrew phrase “come near to God” indicates that the accused must present himself before God, which in practice meant appearing before the appointed judges who acted as representatives of divine justice. The phrase “put his hand” is an idiom for wrongful appropriation. 
Here the person entrusted must demonstrate his innocence before God’s appointed authorities, affirming that he has not secretly taken his neighbor’s property. 
Theologically, this passage highlights the principle that God Himself is the ultimate witness and judge
Vs 9  For every breach of trust, whether it is for an ox, for a donkey, for a sheep, for a cloak, or for any kind of lost thing, of which one says, ‘This is it,’ the case of both parties shall come before God. The one whom God condemns shall pay double to his neighbor. 
This verse broadens the principle of restitution to cover any breach of trust, whether involving livestock, clothing, or any lost item. 
When such disputes arise, both parties must “come before God”. Again, this likely refers to appearing before judges who act as representatives of divine justice. The one whom God—or more precisely, the judicial process—condemns must pay double restitution.
The ambiguity of Elohim (אֱלֹהִים) here is noteworthy. While the term usually refers to God, in certain contexts it can denote earthly judges acting under divine authority. Thus, Exodus 22:9 may be understood as requiring disputes to be settled before judges, whose verdict is seen as God’s own decision.
Culturally, this law rejects common maxims such as “possession is nine-tenths of the law” or “finder’s keepers.” Yahweh’s justice does not rest on mere possession or opportunism, instead rightful ownership.  
Vs 10-11  "If a man gives to his neighbor a donkey or an ox or a sheep or any beast to keep safe, and it dies or is injured or is driven away, without anyone seeing it, 11  an oath by the LORD shall be between them both to see whether or not he has put his hand to his neighbor’s property. The owner shall accept the oath, and he shall not make restitution. 
This passage deals with entrusted animals that suffer harm or disappear while under another’s care. The Hebrew verb nātan (נָתַן, “to give”) indicates a formal entrustment. The phrase “without anyone seeing it” highlights the absence of witnesses. 
In such cases, the caretaker is required to swear an oath “by the LORD.” The one swearing is to affirm by Yahweh, that he has not “put his hand” to his neighbor’s property—that is, he has not stolen or misused it. If the oath is taken, the original owner must accept it, and no restitution is required. 
This law recognizes the limits of human evidence and places ultimate accountability before Yahweh. The oath is not a mere formality; it invokes God as witness.
Vs 12  But if it is stolen from him, he shall make restitution to its owner. 
If the entrusted animal is stolen while under the caretaker’s supervision, the guardian is held responsible and must make full restitution to the owner. The law assumes a level of negligence or insufficient vigilance, reflecting the biblical principle that custody entails accountability (Prov 27:23). 
The underlying Hebrew verb for “stolen” implies intentional human theft rather than unavoidable loss, thereby justifying restitution. 
Vs 13  If it is torn by beasts, let him bring it as evidence. He shall not make restitution for what has been torn. 
This is similar to verse 12, but by contrast, if the animal is killed by a wild beast, the guardian is not required to make restitution, provided he brings evidence of the loss—typically the torn carcass—as proof. 
This provision acknowledges circumstances beyond human control and reflects a concern for fairness rather than strict liability. 
Vs 14  "If a man borrows anything of his neighbor, and it is injured or dies, the owner not being with it, he shall make full restitution. 
This law addresses the situation in which a person borrows an animal—likely for agricultural or labor purposes—and the animal is injured or dies while in the borrower’s care, with the owner absent. 
In such a case, the borrower is required to make full restitution. The requirement of “full restitution” suggests a one‑to‑one repayment—replacement in kind or equivalent value.  
Unlike cases of unavoidable loss under custodial care, here the absence of the owner removes shared risk. The law assumes that borrowing introduces a heightened obligation of care.
Culturally, animals represented significant economic capital in ancient Israel—essential for plowing, transport, breeding, and sustenance. Borrowing an animal was therefore no trivial matter, and this law protected household stability by preventing informal lending from becoming a source of loss.  
Vs 15  If the owner was with it, he shall not make restitution; if it was hired, it came for its hiring fee. 
If the owner of the animal is present at the time of its use, the borrower is not required to make restitution should the animal be injured or die. The owner’s presence signals shared responsibility. 
The law thus recognizes that proximity implies participation; the owner, by remaining with the animal, retains responsibility for its welfare.
The verse further clarifies this principle by addressing hired animals: “if it was hired, it came for its hiring fee.” This indicates a formal arrangement in which compensation already accounts for ordinary risk. 
Vs 16 ¶  "If a man seduces a virgin who is not betrothed and lies with her, he shall give the bride-price for her and make her his wife. 
This case law addresses a case involving two unmarried individuals, explicitly distinguishing it from adultery or violations of an existing betrothal. 
If a man “seduces” a virgin who is not engaged and lies with her, he is required to pay the full bride‑price and take her as his wife. The Hebrew verb pāṯâ conveys persuasion or enticement rather than force, indicating that this scenario differs from rape laws addressed elsewhere (see Deut 22:25–27). 
The woman’s unbetrothed status is legally crucial, since betrothal in ancient Israel already carried covenantal and legal weight equivalent to marriage (Deut 22:23–24; Matt 1:18–19).
The requirement to pay the bride‑price and assume marital responsibility underscores that sexual intimacy is never treated as casual or inconsequential within Israel’s covenant framework. By obligating the man to marriage, the law protects the woman from social vulnerability and prevents the man from exploiting her.
Vs 17 If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money equal to the bride-price for virgins. 
This verse introduces an important qualification to the previous law: if the woman’s father emphatically refuses to give his daughter to the man in marriage, the seducer is still required to pay the full bride‑price. The ESV “utterly refuses” is actually the same Hebrew verb (מָאֵן‎ ma’en) (refuse) used twice back-to-back. 
This stresses the father’s absolute right of refusal, underscoring his legal role as the household’s covenantal guardian. Even if marriage does not occur, the man must bear the economic cost of his actions.
This provision reflects both realism and compassion within Israel’s legal framework. While the woman has indeed lost her virginity—a matter of serious social consequence in the ancient world—the law does not compel a marriage that the father judges to be unwise or unsafe. 
Vs 18  "You shall not permit a sorceress to live. 
This verse presents a simple, unmistakable, and severe command: Israel was not to permit a sorceress to live. The clarity and brevity of the law underscore the seriousness with which Yahweh regarded occult practices. Such a person was to be brought before the judges, and if found guilty, executed according to covenant law. This was not vigilante justice but a judicial process within Israel’s theocratic framework (Deut 17:2–7).
In the ancient world, sorcery was not merely deceptive superstition; it was viewed as an attempt to access or control spiritual power apart from Yahweh, often through invocation of other deities or spirits. 
Given Israel’s 430 years in Egypt (Ex 12:40–41), it is likely that elements of these religious practices had already begun to influence the Hebrew population. 
Vs 19  "Whoever lies with an animal shall be put to death. 
This verse delivers another short, unequivocal command: anyone who engages in sexual relations with an animal is to be put to death. The language is intentionally stark, reflecting the gravity of the offense and allowing no ambiguity within Israel’s covenant law. The expression “lies with” is the standard biblical euphemism for sexual union. 
The act described falls under the category of extreme sexual perversion and represents a direct assault on the created order established by God (Gen 1:26–28).  
Historically, bestiality is attested in the religious practices of certain ancient Near Eastern cultures, particularly within Canaanite fertility cults.
For a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ something of this nature should not even be named among the saints. 
Vs 20  "Whoever sacrifices to any god, other than the LORD alone, shall be devoted to destruction. 
This command unmistakably echoes and intensifies the first commandment by attaching an explicit penalty. Whoever offers sacrifice to any god other than Yahweh alone is to be “devoted to destruction.” 
To violate exclusive loyalty to Yahweh is not merely a personal religious failure but an act of covenant treason, warranting the most severe judgment. 
While the New Testament no longer enforces civil penalties for idolatry, the underlying moral and theological reality remains unchanged. Idolatry—whether overt or subtle—continues to be portrayed as incompatible with loyalty to the one true God (1Cor 10:14; Gal 5:19-22). 
Vs 21  "You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress him, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt. 
This law marks a striking departure from the norms of the ancient world: Israel is explicitly commanded not to wrong or oppress the sojourner. 
The Hebrew term gēr (גֵּר) refers to a resident foreigner—someone living among Israel without land inheritance, clan protection, or political power. In most ancient civilizations, such people existed at the mercy of the dominant culture and were routinely exploited, marginalized, or ignored. This command is remarkable. 
The rationale given is deeply theological and experiential: “for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt.” 
Theologically, care for the sojourner becomes a test case for whether Israel truly understands the grace it has received. This theme reverberates throughout Scripture. 
Vs 22-24  You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. 23  If you do mistreat them, and they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, 24  and my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children fatherless. 
The next command turns God’s attention to two of the most vulnerable groups in ancient society: widows and fatherless children. 
Israel is explicitly forbidden to mistreat them, reinforcing Yahweh’s concern for those without social, legal, or economic protection. The warning intensifies in verses 23–24. If Israel violates this command and these vulnerable ones cry out to Yahweh, He promises that He will surely hear their cry. 
The language mirrors Israel’s own experience in Egypt: just as Yahweh heard their cries and acted in judgment against their oppressors (Ex 2:23–25), He will now act on behalf of widows and orphans. 
Divine hearing leads to divine action! Yahweh declares that His wrath will burn, a vivid anthropomorphic expression describing righteous, covenantal anger against injustice.
The stated consequence is stark and unsettling: Yahweh Himself will bring judgment by the sword against those who oppress the defenseless, resulting in a reversal of circumstances—the oppressors’ wives will become widows, and their children will become fatherless. Yahweh is their protector!
Throughout Scripture, care for widows and orphans remains a defining mark of righteousness (Jas 1:27). 
Vs 25 ¶  "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. 
This command continues Yahweh’s concern for social order within Israel. If a Hebrew lends money to a fellow Israelite who is poor, he is explicitly forbidden from charging interest. The key Hebrew term translated “interest” is nešek (נֶשֶׁך), which literally means “a bite.” The imagery is vivid: interest is portrayed as something that slowly consumes or wounds the borrower. 
To lend to the poor was to be an act of compassion, not commerce. 
Vs 26-27  If ever you take your neighbor’s cloak in pledge, you shall return it to him before the sun goes down, 27  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. 
If a Hebrew took his neighbor’s cloak as security, it had to be returned before sundown. The reason is explicitly stated: for many poor Israelites, the outer cloak was not merely a garment but their only covering by day and their blanket by night. To withhold it overnight would expose the borrower to danger. 
Even when a legal right existed to take a pledge, compassion was to limit that right. The law presses the lender to consider the human cost of enforcing economic claims. 
The passage concludes with a profound theological motivation: if the poor man cries out to Yahweh, He will hear, “for I am compassionate.” 
The Hebrew adjective ḥannûn (חַנּוּן) emphasizes Yahweh’s gracious, merciful disposition. Once again, the language echoes Israel’s own experience of crying out in affliction and being heard by God. 
Legal rights were never to override love of neighbor. This same principle resonates throughout Scripture, where care for the poor becomes a measure of true righteousness (Prov 14:31; Jas 2:13). 
Vs 28  "You shall not revile God, nor curse a ruler of your people. 
At first glance, this command may seem somewhat surprising: Israel is instructed not to revile God and, in the same breath, not to curse a ruler of the people. The pairing initially appears uneven—placing God and human authorities side by side. Yet the connection is deliberate and deeply theological, reflecting Yahweh’s ordering of authority within Israel’s covenant life.
The Hebrew term translated “God” in this verse is ʾĕlōhîm (אֱלֹהִים). While most often used to refer to the one true God, ʾĕlōhîm has a rare but well‑attested secondary use in the Pentateuch to denote human judges acting as God’s representatives. 
This usage appears earlier in this very section of Exodus, notably in Exodus 21:6 and Exodus 22:8–9, where legal cases are brought “before the ʾĕlōhîm,” meaning before the judges. In light of this, many interpreters understand Exodus 22:28 as addressing two closely related authorities: judicial and governmental leadership.
Read this way, the verse may be paraphrased: “You shall not revile a judge, nor curse a ruler of your people.” The first clause addresses judicial authority; the second addresses political leadership. Both are institutions established by Yahweh for the ordering and stability of covenant society. 
This principle is reinforced by Paul in the New Testament (Rom 13:1-2).  
Theologically, Exodus 22:28 affirms that respect for authority is an expression of reverence for Yahweh Himself. 
Vs 29a  "You shall not delay to offer from the fullness of your harvest and from the outflow of your presses. 
This command instructs Israel not to delay in offering to Yahweh from the abundance of their harvest and from the produce of their presses.  The Hebrew phrase translated “you shall not delay,” emphasizes promptness and priority. Giving to Yahweh was not to be postponed until what remained was assessed or secured; it was to be an immediate response of devotion. 
The terms translated “fullness” and “outflow” referring to the yield of grain, and a vivid word meaning the liquid flow from wine or olive presses. 
While often associated with the tithe, this command more specifically concerns first offerings—the initial portion of produce given to Yahweh in acknowledgment that all provision comes from Him (Exod 23:19).  
The emphasis is not merely on quantity but on timing and trust. To delay was to imply hesitation, self‑reliance, or fear of scarcity. Prompt giving, by contrast, functioned as a tangible confession of faith. 
Vs 29b The firstborn of your sons you shall give to me. 
As we have discussed, the firstborn belonged uniquely to God as a direct consequence of the Exodus. Yahweh had claimed Israel’s firstborn as His own when He spared them during the final plague and struck down the firstborn of Egypt (Exod 12:12–13; 13:1–2). 
In this sense, the firstborn functioned as a living memorial of deliverance—an enacted confession that Israel existed as a redeemed people only by God’s sovereign grace.
This command was to be observed fully once Israel entered the land of Canaan (Exod 13:11–12), reminding us that much of the Mosaic Law was given prospectively. 
Importantly, the firstborn sons were not sacrificed but redeemed. According to Exodus 34:19–20 (Num 18:15–16), a monetary substitute was given in place of the child, reaffirming that human life belongs to God but is preserved by His mercy. 
Likewise, firstborn among unclean animals were redeemed with payment or substitution, while the firstborn of clean animals were sacrificed to Yahweh as holy offerings. 
Theologically, this law served several critical functions. First, because the firstborn was regarded as the best and the strength of the household (Gen 49:3), giving the firstborn to God demonstrated the offering of one’s best, not leftovers. 
Second, it reminded Israel that they themselves were Yahweh’s “firstborn son” among the nations (Ex 4:22), chosen and favored not by merit but by covenant grace. 
Third, it permanently anchored Israel’s identity to the Passover event—each act of redemption recalled the night Yahweh spared their firstborn while judging Egypt’s (Exod 13:14–16).
It should serve to remind us as Paul stated in (I Cor 6:20). 

Vs 30  You shall do the same with your oxen and with your sheep: seven days it shall be with its mother; on the eighth day you shall give it to me. 
This command extends the principle of firstborn dedication from human sons to livestock. Just as the firstborn sons belonged to Yahweh, so too did the firstborn of oxen and sheep. The animal was to remain with its mother for seven days, and on the eighth day it was to be given to God. 
The “eighth day” carries theological weight throughout Scripture. Seven days often represent completeness, while the eighth day marks consecration, new beginning, and readiness for holy use (Lev 12:3; 22:27). 
Of course, each animal that was sacrificed served as a picture of the ultimate sacrifice, the Lord Jesus Christ, who was also Himself circumcised on the eight day!
Vs 31  "You shall be consecrated to me. Therefore you shall not eat any flesh that is torn by beasts in the field; you shall throw it to the dogs.” 
This verse concludes the collection of covenant laws outlined in Exodus 22 by drawing the reader back to Israel’s fundamental identity: “You shall be consecrated to me.” The Hebrew phrase conveys the idea of belonging wholly to God as a people set apart for sacred purpose. 
Because Israel was consecrated to Yahweh, they were forbidden from eating meat torn by wild beasts in the open field. Such flesh was considered defiled—contaminated by blood not properly drained and by contact with death in an uncontrolled setting (Lev 17:14–15). 
This principle carries forward into the New Testament, where God’s people are similarly reminded that redemption entails transformation and separation unto God (1 Pet 1:15–16; 1 Th 4:7). 
Exodus 22:31 provides a fitting conclusion to the chapter, affirming that holiness is not merely about avoiding sin, but about consistently embodying devotion to Jesus Christ in the ordinary rhythms of our lives. 
Thus, the title: Redeemed People, Ordered Lives!
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