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

 Tonight we are picking up our study in the Book of the Covenant, in 

that section of Exodus that illustrates how the law of God is to be applied in 

Israel.  Before we get to the lesson itself, let me make a general point about 

the law we find in the Old Testament.  There are, in essence, three great 

divisions in Old Testament law.  There is the moral law of God.  The moral 

law is found in the Ten Commandments.  These laws stand firm and true 

forever and are to be obeyed by all people, in all places and at all times.  

They point to God the Father and his governing authority over the lives of 

his creatures.  The second division of the law is found in the Book of 

Leviticus.  It is the ceremonial law and it concerns things like animal 

sacrifices and yearly feasts.  This part of the law points to Jesus Christ and 

his atoning work at Calvary and, since the death and resurrection of Jesus, 

the ceremonial law no longer applies.  Once Christ’s blood was shed, no 

more blood is called for.  The blood of Christ paid it all.  The third great 

division in the law is the portion we have been dealing with in the Book of 

the Covenant.  It is the civil law and it has to do with how Israel is to be run.  

We see in the civil law the working of the Holy Spirit, to maintain order in 

the society and restrain evil through various sanctions.  And so we turn to the 

lesson tonight. 
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 As we do that, let me make an opening point.  It seems at first glance 

that this lesson is a compilation of random laws that have no internal 

coherence or central message.  We look at a list like this and ask, “What is 

the world are we to make of it, and how can we make sense of what we have 

before us?”  Let me break it down into its constituent parts and then let’s see 

if it can somehow be tied together.  The first case has to do with the 

seduction of an unbetrothed virgin.  Next three capital crimes are listed: 

sorcery, bestiality and idolatry.  Third is a section on the treatment of 

widows, orphans and strangers.  Forth comes a section on lending to the 

impoverished.  Fifth, sixth and seventh are laws concerning respect for God 

and rulers; laws concerning firstfruits which echo the commands found in 

Exodus 13; and laws concerning what we might call “road kill.”   

 Now, is there a common thread that runs through this portion of 

Scripture?”  I think there is.  The big lesson that God teaches here is that our 

personal actions—even our private actions—have an impact on the 

community as a whole.  And because God is deeply concerned for the 

welfare of his people, he makes laws that impinge upon those personal, 

private actions.  We often hear today that “you cannot legislate morality.”  

By that people mean, generally speaking, that the state has no right to tell 
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people what they can and cannot do in private, personal settings.  There are 

many today, for instance, who want to do away with laws against marijuana 

or even cocaine and heroin.  Some want to legalize prostitution.  We have 

already thrown away all our laws against abortion.  We have thrown out 

most of our laws against pornography.  As a society we have endorsed 

gambling, or what people today call “gaming”.  Tonight we learn that such 

laws are not beyond the scope of a decent society.  We learn that what people 

do in private, personal settings does affect the larger society.  Those actions 

can, depending upon their nature, affect society in such a way as to bring 

blessing; they can affect society in such a way so as to bring misery and 

harm.  Let’s take a look at the lesson and take them one portion at a time. 

  If a man seduces a virgin who is not pledged to be 
married and sleeps with her, he must pay the bride-price, and she shall 
be his wife.  If her father absolutely refuses to give her to him, he 
must still pay the bride-price for virgins. 

 God is teaching us in the law that we are not to rob the chastity of 

others.  This case involves seduction and illicit sex with consent—not rape.  

Rape is dealt with elsewhere in the code.  In any event, the law here 

specifies that a bride dowry must be paid to the father of the woman upon 

discovery of the affair and a wedding had to take place.  The purpose of this 

law was to protect women.  A woman who was not a virgin in this society 
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had a negligible chance of being married to anyone else.  Because that door 

was now closed to her, she had to be taken care of.  She had to have a bride 

price offered to her and she had to be married.  Now there was an exception 

to that.  The father had the right to receive the dowry and refuse the 

marriage.  This too was a measure for the protection of women.  If the 

seducer was, for example, an abuser or otherwise unsuitable, a payment for 

the support of the woman would be paid but the marriage didn’t have to go 

through. 

 We could use a law like that today.  Think that is somewhat extreme?  

Well, what has happened since the so called sexual liberation movement of 

the 1960’s?  We have an epidemic of unmarried mothers.  We have 

thousands of children growing up without knowing a father.  We have 

poverty, despair and suffering.  In the African American community in the 

United States the illegitimacy rate is about 75%.  In the white community it 

is almost at 25%.  That, beloved, is a crisis.  Young men are growing up 

without the civilizing influence of committed, godly fathers.  If you were to 

go into the prisons in our country, one of the common denominators you will 

find is inmates who never knew their fathers.  After having forgotten for a 

season, we are rediscovering that private, personal actions do have a 

profound affect upon society after all. 
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 Let’s take the next three laws together, for they all carry with them the 

death penalty as punishment. 

 Do not allow a sorceress to live. 
 Anyone who has sexual relations with an animal must be put to 
death. 
 Whoever sacrifices to any god other than the Lord must be 
destroyed.   

With these laws we find that there are some crimes that are particularly 

spiritually damaging to the covenant community.  Think about it.  Sorcery is 

a challenge to the sovereignty and providence of God.  It is an attempt either 

to know the future that God has prepared or to manipulate and change the 

future God has decreed.  Sometimes sorcery has to do with the attempt to do 

harm through magic.  In any event, it is a challenge to God and must not be 

tolerated.   

 What about bestiality?  It is a perversion of God’s gift of sex and a 

denigration of the dignity of the image of God in man.  Man was made 

above the animals and this activity blurs this distinction.  It puts man and 

beast on the same level and as such it is a threat to the community.  You see, 

when men and animals are put on the same level, you not only find animals 

being treated as people, you also and more often find people being treated 

like animals.  The modern radical environmental movement maintains that 
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people are on the same level as animals and so they have, for example, done 

many terrorist acts of bombing and arson against research hospitals and their 

staffs, against various businesses, against automobile dealers and so on.   

 Third we find the matter of idolatry.  Idolatry is a fundamental denial 

of our purpose for being.  We were made to worship and to glorify the one 

true and living God.  Idolatry is a basic contradiction of who we are and of 

what we were made to do.  It kills the soul, just as do bestiality and sorcery.   

Now before going on, let me answer the question that often arises at 

this point: Does God require us to execute those who engage in sorcery, 

bestiality and idolatry today?  The answer to that is “No.”  These laws were 

made for Israel at that time and in that place.  You cannot simply translate 

them into our society wholesale.  What then, are we to do?  Well let me 

begin at home, in the church.  The proper response in the church to those 

who commit such acts is church discipline.  They are to be confronted so 

they might be brought to repentance.  If repentance is not forthcoming, they 

are to be excommunicated.  That is the sanction that the church has been 

given to exercise when her people go astray.  In this way the honour of 

Christ can be upheld, the church can be protected from the wrath of God for 

sin, and the backslider can be restored.   
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As for the role of the government in this, the government must work 

to protect people from sorcerers—and here I am thinking of those shady 

palm readers and diviners who are con artists and just plain thieves.  You can 

see their signs in their windows along Lundy’s Lane.  The government must 

work to protect animals from harm and people from degradation.  And as to 

idolatry, the fact is that all religions other than Christianity are false, 

damaging and idolatrous.  We do not live in a time and place, however, in 

which we are called to put idolaters to the sword.  On the contrary, the battle 

the church wages is with spiritual weapons.  The best weapon against the 

idolatry of the world’s religions is to preach the gospel and to live with 

Christian love for our neighbours.  Let others have tier jihads.  Such things 

do not belong to us.   

  

 Do not mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in 
Egypt. 

Do not take advantage of a widow or an orphan.  If you do and 
they cry out to me, I will certainly hear their cry.  My anger will be 
aroused, and I will kill you with the sword; your wives will become 
widows and your children fatherless.   

 In this portion of our lesson God speaks about how we are to treat 

widows, orphans and strangers—those who are the most vulnerable in our 

midst.  We are not to oppress or take advantage of them.  God gives two 
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reasons for this.  First of all, the Israelites were to remember that they too 

were aliens at one point in their history.  They were strangers in Egypt, and 

when they were there they were sorely oppressed.  The only reason they are 

not still in that situation is the grace of God.  It would be an act of highest 

ingratitude to use their freedom to act in the same way that their oppressors 

did.  They are, instead, to act with love and kindness.  

The second reason God gives here has to do with his anger.  Taking 

advantage of helpless people is something God hates.  Jesus makes this same 

point in the parable of the unmerciful servant.  It is found in the Gospel of 

Matthew. 

Therefore the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to 
settle accounts with his servants.  As he began the settlement, a man 
who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him.  Since he was 
not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his 
children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 

The servant fell on his knees before him.  “Be patient with me,” 
he begged, “and I will pay back everything.”  The servant’s master 
took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go.   

 But when that servant went out, he found one of his 
fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii.  He grabbed him 
and began to choke him.  “Pay back what you owe me!” he 
demanded.   

His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, “Be patient 
with me, and I will pay you back.”   

But he refused.  Instead, he went off and had the man thrown 
into prison until he could pay the debt.   
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You know the rest of the story.  Other servants were appalled at this.  They 

told the master what had happened.  The master turned the huge debtor over 

to the jailers to be tortured until the unrepayable debt was repaid.  Beloved, 

God takes very seriously the welfare of those who are weak and vulnerable.  

And he takes very seriously the debt of love we owe them on account of his 

grace and favour to us.  God is compassionate; so are we to be.  God is 

loving and kind.  So are we to be.  God has blessed us richly.  We are to be a 

channel of blessing to others. 

 In the next verses of our lesson God reveals his heart of compassion to 

those who are down and out and shows us how he expects us to live in 

relation to them.  As we will see our concern for the disadvantaged is more 

than humanitarian; it is based upon God’s character and his command. 

 If you lend money to one of my people among you who is 
needy, do not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest.  If you 
take your neighbour’s cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, 
because his cloak is the only covering he has for his body.  What else 
will he sleep in?  When he cries out to me, I will hear him, for I am 
compassionate. 

Over the course of the centuries this passage has been interpreted in a 

number of different ways.  Some have held that it means no interest is to be 

charged on any loan at any time.  Others have held that it means that 

exorbitant interest is never to be charged.  Others still have maintained that it 
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means that interest on a loan is not to be charged if the loan is given to a 

poor person.  These believe that the law has to do with poverty relief and of 

how the poor are not to be taken advantage of because of their straitened 

circumstances. 

   I think the third view is correct.  Lending money is not forbidden.  

The Bible doesn’t say, “Don’t lend money.”  It says, “If you lend money.”  

And it doesn’t say, “Don’t charge interest.”  Is says that if the loan is for one 

“who is needy…charge him no interest.”  Again the point is that we are to 

treat others, especially those whom the Lord calls “the least of these,” with 

dignity, kindness and respect.  That is how God has treated us.   

 Our lesson ends with these provisions: 

 Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people. 
 Do not hold back offerings from your granaries or your vats. 
 You must give me the firstborn of your sons.  Do the same with 
your cattle and your sheep.  Let them stay with their mothers for seven 
days, but give them to me on the eighth day. 
 You are to be my holy people.  So do not eat the meat of an 
animal torn by wild beasts; throw it to the dogs. 

He we have the third and fifth commandments applied to the civil law.  

God’s name is not to be taken in vain, neither are those in authority over us 

to be reviled or cursed.  We have to treat people with respect, whether they 

are on the bottom of the heap or on the top.  Part of the respect owing to God 

is the timely offering of our goods to him.  We are not to hold ourselves 
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back, but to give cheerfully and reverently.  Such an offering is pleasing in 

God’s sight.   

 And as for the matter of “road kill,” let me say this.  Just as we are to 

treat others with respect, and so “gentle the condition” of the world around 

us, so are we to treat ourselves with respect.  As children of God we were 

not made for tawdry things but for glory.  This is how Paul puts it in his 

Letter to the Philippians: 

 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever 
is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—
if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.  
Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in 
me—put into practice.  And the God of peace will be with you. 

Beloved, that is the key to living in a way pleasing to God.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN.
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