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

 We are continuing in our study of the Book of the Covenant, the 

section of Scripture that follows the giving of the Ten Commandments.  In 

this portion of the Bible we find illustrations of how the commandments are 

to be integrated into the life of the Israelite community.  We dealt first with 

worship.  Worship is at the heart of the Ten Commandments.  The first four 

commandments deal with worship--who we are to worship, how we are to 

worship, when we are to worship.  Next we dealt with the matter of slavery.  

It features prominently in the covenant code because God never wants us to 

forget that before he came his people were slaves.  The Israelites were slaves 

in Egypt.  We were slaves to sin.  His coming to us in grace and mercy set us 

free; his Law teaches us how we are to use that freedom to the glory and 

praise of his name.  After worship and slavery, the code turned to the matter 

of murder and manslaughter.  We heard the Biblical rationale for the death 

penalty and found illustrations of how the sixth commandment was to be 

applied.  We also took a look at laws about non-lethal bodily injuries and 

saw the responsibility of care that we had for our neighbours.   

 In our lesson tonight we come to a set of laws that deals with theft, 

negligence and the restitution of victims.  There are nine cases set forth for 
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us tonight, but all point us to the eighth commandment, the commandment 

that tells us that we shall not steal.  And remember--the commandment that 

we not steal does not mean that we are only not to steal; it also tells us that 

we have a positive duty to take care of the things that belong to our 

neighbour.  It requires us to look out for the interests of our neighbour. 

 Now before we get to the lesson itself, I want to point out three 

particular things that God is telling us in this portion of Scripture.  I want to 

emphasize these, because when we read a lesson like the one before us, it 

seems natural to ask, "Well, what in the world does this have to do with me?  

Ox goring and sheep stealing?  I find this portion of the Bible totally 

irrelevant to me.  It has nothing to say."  Beloved, I just don't believe that.  

Listen to what the apostle Paul has to say.  This is Paul writing to Timothy: 

 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so hat the man of 
God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

Paul says, "All Scripture."  He doesn't say, "All Scripture but that strange 

part in Exodus 21 and 22.  So what are some of the general lessons that God 

has for us in his portion of his Word? 

 First of all, this section teaches us over and over again that we are 

accountable to God.  God cares about our conduct.  He cares about our 

ethics.  He cares about how we treat our neighbours.  He cares about the 
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witness we make before the world.  We are accountable.  Look at chapter 22, 

verse 11.  There we find out what happens when there is no way to verify 

whether or not someone is telling the truth because of an absence of 

witnesses.  "The issue between them will be settled by the taking of an oath 

before the Lord."  Now in this life a man can lie under oath before the Lord.  

It happens all the time.  In court case after court case people swear to God 

they will tell the truth and then they go on to tell outrageous lies.  But here's 

the point.  There will be a day when every man stands before the Lord and 

on that day no one with get away with any lie because God searches even the 

heart.  Everything we do will be brought under his searching judgement.   

 Think of it this way: the law reminds us over and over again that all 

we do in life is done before the Lord--not just the things that other people 

see, but even the things that they don't.  When we are given opportunities to 

act without integrity or honesty in areas that are hidden from others, we are 

to remember that God sees and knows and will require an account to be 

rendered.  These laws may have been given to Moses thousands of years 

ago, but they still speak today about our accountability and the necessity of 

integrity and honour in everything we do. 
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 First, then we are accountable to God for all things.  The second 

general point is this: We are to be deeply concerned about the welfare of our 

neighbour.  If, for example, you dig a pit for a root cellar or to hold water--

for whatever reason--you must do what you can to prevent harm to others.  If 

you just leave it there for someone to fall in, you are liable.  If you are going 

to put a swimming pool in your back yard, you have to put a fence around it.  

If you are digging a new sewer line, you have to mark it so people can see it 

even at night.  Your neighbour's welfare is your concern.  Let me make a 

quick aside.  I know that today it seems that people get sued at the drop of a 

hat for the most trivial, ridiculous of things.  And I know that the settlements 

we hear about are sometimes outrageous.  But the fact that sometimes the 

law is abused is no argument against its proper use.  Those who abuse the 

law in this way will be called to account. 

 First, we are accountable to God.  Second, we are to be concerned 

about the welfare of our neighbour.  The third thing God is teaching us over 

and over again in this Book of the Covenant is that he requires holiness and 

integrity in everything we do.  Holiness is not merely a personal matter; it is 

a public matter as well.  It has to do with how we treat people.  We are to be 

people of holiness, integrity, compassion, accountability and honesty in 

everything we do.  That being said, let's look at our text, starting at verse 33: 
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 If a man uncovers a pit or digs one and fails to cover it and an 
ox or a donkey falls into it, the owner of the pit must pay for the loss; 
he must pay its owner, and the dead animal will be his. 

Negligence that results in the loss of an owner's livestock requires restitution 

of the value of the animal.  If it costs, say, a hundred dollars to buy an ox, the 

pit-owner would give the farmer one hundred dollars.  He would also, 

however, get to keep the dead animal.  He could, perhaps, use its skin and so 

mitigate his damages.   

 The second case has to do with one person's animal harming another 

person's animal, first in a case which could not be foreseen and second in a 

case which could. 

 If a man's bull injures the bull of another man and it dies, they 
are to sell the live one and divide both the money and the dead animal 
equally.   

Your bull has never acted up before.  It has always appeared to be of a calm 

disposition.  But this one time, out of the blue, it attacks, gores and kills a 

neighbour's bull.  What happens?  The bull that is left standing is to be sold.  

The money is to be divided equally.  The bull that is dead is to be divided up 

equally as well.  In this way, because there was no negligence, the loss is 

shared between the two owners.   
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 If, however, there was negligence, if the bull had a history of violence, 

that is a different matter. 

 However, if it was known that the bull had the habit of goring, 
yet the owner did not keep it penned up, the owner must pay, animal 
for animal, and the dead animal will be his. 

Because of carelessness and a wanton disregard for the welfare of others, the 

man with the violent animal has to pay if he doesn’t keep it properly penned 

up.  The loss is to be his.  Matthew Henry, the great biblical commentator 

put it this way: "It is not enough for us not to do mischief ourselves, but we 

must take care that no mischief be done by those whom it is in our power to 

restrain, whether man or beast." 

 Let's turn to the 22nd chapter.  It says, "If a man steals an ox or a 

sheep and slaughters it or sells it, he must pay back five head of cattle for the 

ox and four sheep for the sheep."  This man has stolen deliberately.  The 

other sheep didn't get accidentally mixed in with his flock.  He took them.  

He slaughtered them or he sold them.  He meant to reap a benefit he did not 

deserve.  He has to make a restitution that is five-fold or four fold.  Look at 

what is going on here.  The thief tried to impoverish his neighbour and 

enrich himself; the law will do the opposite--it will enrich the victim and 

impoverish the thief.  The law is designed to exactly counteract the intention 
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of the thief.  It is designed to inflict the harm upon the thief that he was 

ready and willing to inflict upon his neighbour.   

 "If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck that he dies, the defender 

is not guilty of bloodshed; but if it happens after sunrise, he is guilty of 

bloodshed.  A thief must certainly make restitution, but if he has nothing, he 

must be sold to pay for his theft."  A burglar is attempting to break into a 

home at night.  He knows that the homeowners are asleep in bed.  He is 

willing to harm them if they wake up.  In an act of self defense, the 

homeowner kills the intruder.  In this instance, the owner is not guilty for the 

blood shed.  He is well within his rights.  But what if the burglary takes 

place in daytime?  In that case the matter is less serious.  First, the burglar is 

trying to steal when he thinks there is no one home; he is not more than 

willing to do physical injury.  And second, rather than kill him, the owner of 

the house, because it is daytime, can identify the thief.  He will be caught 

and made to pay restitution, even if it means that he will have to be sold into 

slavery for a time.  The law in Canada today is much the same.  If someone 

breaks into your house and you are under threat you can shoot him.  If 

someone has broken into your house and is running away and poses no 

threat to you, even though he has your stuff you cannot shoot him.   
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 In verses 5 and 6 we see two more laws, one having to do with the 

care of grazing livestock and the other with care in not starting fires.  In each 

case restitution is called for when there has been negligence.  The principle 

that is reiterated is that when your negligence results in the loss of your 

neighbour's property or animals or welfare of livelihood, you must make 

restitution, for you are responsible to deal with your neighbour in a careful, 

loving manner.   

 In verses 7 though 13 we have cases that are a bit more complicated.  

In these examples it isn't certain exactly what has happened. There is 

uncertainty in both instances which involve one person holding another 

person's goods.  In cases like this the people are to come before the court and 

are to take oaths before the Lord.  A determination will be made and, if there 

is negligence or criminality appropriate restitution will be made.  The same 

situation arises in verse 14.  "If a man borrows an animal from his neighbour 

and it is injured or dies while the owner is not present, he must make 

restitution.  But if the owner is with the animal, the borrower will not have to 

pay.  If the animal was hired, the money paid for the hire covers the loss."   

 Two things need to be said.  The Book of the Covenant--the Covenant 

Code--points us to our responsibilities.  It tells us that all we do is before 
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God, that we are to be concerned for the welfare of our neighbour and that 

our morality is to be not just a question of private piety but also of public 

practice in our dealings with everyone we encounter.  That's what the law 

says.  But even while it is proclaiming that, it is convicting us, for it is clear 

we haven't kept the commandment perfectly.  We might not be car thieves, 

but I would not want to stand before the Lord and try to make the argument 

that I had done all things necessary to bless my neighbour's material status.  I 

would not want to argue that I have never been envious or never thought that 

I was entitled to something I didn't have or that I had always been thankful 

and satisfied with the provision God has given me.  The Law points to us 

and says, as Nathan the prophet said to David, "Thou art the man." 

 The second thing that has to be said is this.  Think of what moves 

people to theft in the first place, or makes them indifferent and negligent 

about their neighbour's welfare.  There are a number of answers to that 

question.  Sometimes people refuse to believe in God's providence.  They do 

not believe God will take care of them and so they take matters into their 

own hands, even if it is wrong.  Sometimes people are selfish and self-

centered and nurture a sense of entitlement in their hearts.  They say, "Well, 

if they have it, I should have it too and I will do whatever necessary to see 

that I get it."  Sometimes people feel free to steal or act carelessly because 
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they fail to see the image of God in man.  They fail to see that an offense 

against someone made in God's image is an offense against God himself.  

Sometimes people steal because they panic.  Sometimes they steal because 

they don't really think they are stealing.  Insurance fraud is like that.  They 

don't see the connection between their false claims and the high insurance 

rates their neighbours are forced to pay.  Sometimes people steal because 

they are simply wicked and perverse and they get a joy in taking something 

that isn't theirs.  But in all these instances, theft, like all outward sin, is 

indicative of an inward, spiritual problem.  It can never be dealt with until 

the heart is changed.  The law can restrain us with its threatenings.  It can 

seek to bring some measure of restitution with its provisions.  But the law 

cannot save because instead of a legal problem we really have a heart 

problem.  It is out of the heart, our Lord tells us, that evil thoughts and thefts 

come.  It is the heart that must be changed if the law of God is to be obeyed. 

 So what is there to do?  Only one thing.  We are to seek the Lord 

while he may be found.  We are to call upon him while he is near.  Who 

knows?  He might have mercy on us, bless us and change us and fit us for 

heaven.  He did that on one notable occasion to a man who was a thief and 

robber, even though the thief had begun the day hurling abuse at him.  But 

sometime in the afternoon of that day so long ago the thief's heart was 
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changed.  He sought the grace of Christ.  He asked to be remembered.  And 

Jesus made this promise to him: "Today you will be with me in paradise."  

God grant us such grace that our hearts may be changed, that the law may 

become sweet to our taste, and that our fervent desire would ever be to do its 

will in heartfelt obedience and thanksgiving.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.   
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