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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Tonight we are continuing our study of the Book of the Covenant.  We 

were introduced to it last week.  It is the section that follows the giving of 

the Ten Commandments.  It runs from the end of Exodus 20 to the start of 

Exodus 24.  Let me give you a brief recap of what we discovered last week 

before we take up the lesson before us.  The Book of the Covenant, like the 

portion of Scripture preceding it, contains laws, but the laws it gives are 

different from the Ten Commandments.  First, these laws were written down 

on parchment while the Ten Commandments were inscribed in stone.  

Second, the laws in the Book of the Covenant were written down by the hand 

of Moses, while it was the very finger God himself that etched the Ten 

Commandments on the tablets of stone.  You can think of it this way: God 

gave the Ten Commandments directly while Moses was the mediator of the 

ordinances found in the Book of the Covenant.  And third, we have this vital 

difference as well: The Ten Commandments hold true no matter where the 

place, what the time or who the people.  They are universal moral laws 

binding upon everyone.  But the laws of the "Covenant Code," as the laws in 

the Book of the Covenant are sometimes called are not universal and binding 

upon everyone.  They are descriptions of how the Ten Commandments were 

to be worked out with that specific people at that specific time in those 
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specific circumstances.  These laws gave illustrations and applications about 

how the Ten Commandments were to be worked out day by day in Israel.  

But while these code laws may not apply specifically to us today, their 

underlying principles do.  There is much we can learn from God's plan for 

the Israelites as they wandered in the desert. 

 Last Sunday God gave commandments concerning his worship.  He 

starts this way because worship is the most important thing that people do.  

The Israelites were made to worship God.  So were we.  All people were 

created to worship God.  The Westminster Catechism, the Catechism of the 

Presbyterian Church, asks this question first: What is the chief end of man?  

It answers, "The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever."  

We could put it this way: "The chief end of man is to worship God with 

praise and thanksgiving and to fellowship with him in loving, holy 

enjoyment."  Those two answers mean the same thing.  Glorifying God and 

worshiping God are synonymous.  Worship is an interesting word.  An 

earlier form of the word was "worthship."  Worthship means to ascribe worth 

to God.  To recognize his is worthy in all he is and in all he does.  Glorifying 

God recognizes his worth as well.   

 In any event, this Sunday our lesson turns from the subject of worship 

to the subject of Hebrew slaves.  It seems quite a leap.  Why this topic now?  
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I'll answer that question a bit later, but first let's look at the way our lesson 

begins.  It starts with God giving this command to Moses.  "These are the 

laws you are to set before them."  Now this might seem to you to be no big 

deal.  Of course Moses was going to write down the laws and set the law 

before his people.  What else would he do?  In fact, however, the 

implications of this order from above are immense.  We will see this if we 

compare the legal system God is giving Israel with the legal system found in 

Egypt.  In Egypt the laws weren't written down.  As a result, nobody knew 

what the law was.  If you had a complaint, or if you were complained 

against, you would go before Pharaoh with no idea of what he would do or 

say.  His word was the law.  He could make anything up as he went along.  If 

you caught him on a good day you would do well.  If you caught him on a 

day in which he had a toothache, you could go to jail for life or have your 

head handed to you on a platter.  In legal circles, this situation is called Rex 

Lex--the King is the Law--and it is a terrible situation to find yourself in.   

 When the law isn't written down, you see, you have no way of 

knowing where the boundaries are.  You don't know what your rights or your 

obligations are.  You don't know what you can do and what you can't do.  

You are subject to the arbitrary whims of an absolute despot.  In some ways 

we are starting to face that situation in Canada today.  It used to be that the 
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parliament would make laws and put them into the civil or criminal codes.  

Everyone had a general idea of what the codes said, and if they didn't, and if 

they needed the information, they could look them up and find out.  Once 

they found out what they could and couldn't do under the law, they could 

comport themselves accordingly.  They still might get in trouble, but if they 

did they could point to the law and say, "Hold on a minute.  This is what the 

law says.  This is what I did.  I was acting according to the law.  You have no 

case against me." 

 That is how things are supposed to work.  They don't work that way so 

much any more.  Now our legislatures still pass a variety of laws.  They do it 

most every day.  But we are no longer in a position to know whether or not 

those laws will be upheld.  We now have courts that are happy to change 

laws or order that laws be disregarded.  The will of the legislature can be 

overturned by the courts, so we no longer have a clear understanding of 

where our boundaries are.  The courts might decide we are in the right.  They 

might decide we are in the wrong.  And we have no way of knowing 

beforehand which it will be.  This situation is not one that God approves of.  

It leaves people ripe for oppression and tyranny.  It makes them fearful.  It 

puts them on tenterhooks.  It is a great blessing to have the law written down 

and have it mean what it says so it cannot be disregarded or changed by the 
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whims of men.  This situation that God institutes in Israel is known in legal 

circles as Lex Rex: the law is king.  Society is governed by the law; it is not 

ruled by men.  With this principle in place there is equal justice for all. 

 Let's look at our lesson.  It concerns Hebrew servants, though a better 

translation is the word "slave".  It touches first upon the laws for male slaves 

and second upon the laws for female slaves.   

 If you buy a Hebrew servant, he is to serve you for six years.  
But in the seventh year, he shall go free, without paying anything.  If 
he comes alone, he is to go free alone; but if he has a wife when he 
comes, she is to go with him.  If his master gives him a wife and she 
bears him sons or daughters, the woman and her children shall belong 
to her master, and only the man shall go free.   

First of all, why are these slavery laws appearing so early in the Covenant 

Code?  In another ancient law code, the Code of Hammruabi, there are 282 

different laws listed.  There are also laws concerning the treatment of slaves.  

These laws are numbers 280, 281 and 282.  Listen to what John Currid, Old 

Testament professor at Reformed Theological Seminary in Mississippi has to 

say about it: 

 The reason why slavery laws appear so early in the Book of the 
Covenant is that Israel had just come out of bondage in Egypt.  This 
experience was still fresh in their minds, and God used the 
opportunity to show them how they were to be distinct from the 
Egyptians even in the matter of slavery.  And Israelite laws of slavery 
strongly contrast with the harsh rules of other ancient Near-Eastern 
cultures; slaves in Israel were very well treated.  They were carefully 
protected by the Torah; they could not be oppressed; they had rights to 
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Sabbath rest and national festivals.  Slaves often became part of the 
family, with rights and positions of trust.   

You can think of it this way.  Israel was a nation of newly freed slaves, for 

God had mercy on them and sent Moses to bring them out of Egypt with a 

mighty hand.  When God gave them the Law at Sinai, he said to them, "I am 

the Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of 

slavery."  Now he begins his illustrations and applications of legal principles 

by speaking about slaves.  It is clear that God never wanted Israel to forget 

where she had come from; that she was a nation of slaves, and that God 

himself had shown her mercy and grace while she was shackled in chains 

she could not break.  He never wanted Israel to forget his mercy to slaves in 

the way they treated slaves.   

 Beloved, here is the principle: God is concerned for the humble and 

the lowly, for the widow and for the orphan, for those who are lost and 

alone, for through his mercy and grace to them his love shines most brightly.  

Paul put it this way in his first chapter of his First Letter to the Corinthians: 

 Brothers, think of what you were when you were called.  Not 
many of you were wise by human standards; not many were 
influential; not many were of noble birth.  But God chose the foolish 
things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of 
the world to shame the strong.  He chose the lowly things of this 
world and the despised things--and the things that are not--to nullify 
the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.   
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 Slaves come first in this law code because slaves are important to 

God.  Let me make another point about Hebrew slaves.  We are not to 

confuse the institution of slavery as practiced among the Hebrews with that 

of slavery as practiced elsewhere in ancient times, as practiced before the 

civil war brought slavery to and end in the United States, or as practiced 

today in many Moslem nations--as practiced, for example, in the Sudan, 

where Christians in the south are routinely captured and enslaved by the 

Moslems in the north and put to hard and brutal labour.  The reason that the 

New International Version of the Bible translates the Hebrew word for 

"slave" as "servant" is a reflection of this reality.  And notice this too: All of 

the laws concerning slavery save for one, are concerned with protecting the 

rights of the slaves; only one concerns the rights of the owners.   

 Now, how did you become a Hebrew slave at that time?  There were 

many ways you could become a slave in Israel--eleven in all.  I won't go 

through each of them.  Let me give you a few examples.  You could become 

a slave if you committed a crime.  For example, if you stole a sheep and 

didn't have enough money to make restitution, the judge could sentence you 

to indentured servitude.  You would have to work for the crime victim for a 

season until the loss was made good.  Poverty could lead you into slavery.  
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So could bad business dealings.  For example, if you were insolvent you 

could become a slave.  However, as our lesson states, the bondage was not 

forever; it was limited to six years.  On the seventh year the slave was to go 

free.  It was a reflection of the fourth commandment about Sabbath rest.  

 And there is this as well: If the Hebrew male slave became a slave 

while he was single, we would leave slavery single.  However, if he had a 

wife and family when he became a slave, they all would receive their 

freedom when he received his freedom.  His family would leave with him. 

 Now, what about this case: Suppose a man entered slavery while he 

was single, but as a slave was given a wife by his master.  In time, the slave 

not only had a wife but children as well--an entire family.  What happens 

then?  What happens when the husband and father gets his freedom?  In that 

case there are a number of options.  First, the man can leave slavery, but his 

family--the one provided by and paid for by the master--will have to stay 

behind.  There was no reason, however, that the newly freed slave couldn't 

purchase his family from the slave-holder.  This practice was called 

redemption.  The husband would redeem his family.  (This redemption from 

slavery is a picture, of course, of what Jesus did for us.  We had become 

slaves to sin.  We were in bondage and could in no way afford the price that 
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would set us free.  Jesus paid the price for us--not with things like gold and 

silver, but with his own precious blood.  And after paying the price for our 

freedom, he takes us home as his bride to live with him forever.)   

 And there is this option as well.  Turn back to the lesson.  It continues 

this way: 

 But if the servant declares, "I love my master and my wife and 
children and do not want to go free," then his master must take him 
before the judges.  He shall take him to the door or the doorpost and 
pierce his ear with an awl.  Then he will be his servant for life.  

The slave, if he desired, could become a life-long servant in the master's 

house.  This is another way he could keep his wife and his family together.  

But notice this.  In order to make this change in his status he had to go to 

court to do it.  The judges would have to satisfy themselves that he truly 

wanted to take this step.  There was to be no coercion; the decision had to be 

freely rendered. 

 (Let me make a quick aside about piercing the ear with an awl.  A 

pierced ear was the sign that a man had given himself to a master.  It was a 

sign of life-long servanthood or slavery.  We find mention of this practice in 

Psalm 40, where David writes,  

Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, 
By my ears you have pierced. 

 10



David is saying here that he belongs to God, that God has put his mark upon 

him.  Paul says the same thing in the opening verse of Romans.  He writes, 

"Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle…"  The word for 

servant here is doulos which means both "a slave who completely belongs to 

his owner and has no freedom to leave" and "a servant who willingly 

chooses to serve his master."  Paul found that in such slavery to Christ was 

perfect freedom. 

 Our lesson tonight concludes with laws pertaining to female slaves.  It 

reads, 

 If a man sells his daughter as a servant, she is not to go free as 
menservants do.  If she does not please the master who has selected 
her for himself, he must let her be redeemed.  He has no right to sell 
her to foreigners, because he has broken faith with her.  If he selects 
her for his son, he must grant her the rights of a daughter.  If he 
marries another woman, he must not deprive the first one of her food, 
clothing and marital rights.  If he does not provide her with these three 
things, she is to go free, without any payment of money. 

In the ancient Near East it was common practice for parents to sell their 

children.  In this section of Exodus we learn that Hebrew parents could do 

this as well.  However, the case of Hebrew female slaves was much better 

than that of others in the region.  When this type of selling took place in 

Israelite society, the presupposition was that the girl would marry either the 
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master or his son.  She was to have the status of a married woman and as 

such was to be treated with the utmost respect and kindness. 

 If it became clear that the master was displeased with the woman after 

she had been obtained but before she had married into the family, it was his 

responsibility to see that she was redeemed from slavery.  The phrase "he 

must let her be redeemed" doesn't do justice to the original language.  It is 

better rendered, "he shall cause her to be redeemed."  It is clearly his 

responsibility to see to it that she is placed in a situation where marriage can 

take place.  That is why he cannot sell her to foreigners.  The marriage must 

take place with a believer. 

 If the girl is intended for the master's son, she is to have the full rights 

of a daughter.  That phrase, "the rights of a daughter", is a technical, legal 

phrase meaning she is to be treated as "a free-born woman."  Full citizenship 

rights and the full protection of the law are to be afforded for the protection 

of the woman.  And notice this.  If the master subsequently takes another 

wife, he is not allowed to neglect the slave girl he had purchased earlier.  He 

must feed, clothe her and grant her "marital rights."  He is to continue to take 

care of her; she is in no way disposable. 
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 Well, there you have it.  In closing let me make two pointes.  First, the 

institution of slavery in Israel was not like the slavery practiced everywhere 

else.  It was in many ways compassionate and caring and meant to redress 

wrong or offer a level of protection and welfare for those in dire straits.  And 

second, perhaps you are asking the question, "Because God has laws 

regulating slavery, does that mean he condones it?  Has God divinely 

appointed the institution of slavery?"  It seems clear that the answer to this is 

no.  God gives regulations, for murder, but that does not mean he condones 

it.  This is how John Currid put it: 

 The fact is that God gives these regulations because of the 
sinfulness of mankind and their hardened hearts.  Mankind lives in a 
fallen world where people murder one another, where man enslaves 
another, and so forth.  God is simply providing controls that regulate 
that sin, and help to lessen it.  Ideally there would be no murder, theft, 
slavery, divorce, assault, etc.--but that is simply not realistic is a 
fallen, depraved world. 

In a fallen world, God shows himself to be concerned for the well-being of 

the weak and lowly, of those least capable of taking care of themselves.  

There is none too insignificant to be beyond the reach of his care.  That is 

the principle we see at work in our lesson tonight; it is a principle we need, 

by God's grace, to cherish and maintain.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.
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