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

 Over the course of the past weeks we have been dealing with the 

covenant code of Israel, a collection of legal cases which illustrate how the 

Ten Commandments are to be implemented in the Israelite society of that 

day.  We have covered a lot of ground.  We have dealt with worship, slavery, 

murder, manslaughter, the death penalty, bodily injury, theft, negligence, 

restitution, seduction, sorcery, bestiality, idolatry, widows and orphans, 

lending money, respecting those in authority over us and the bringing of our 

offerings to God.  And while at times our study has seemed somewhat 

disjointed because so many different illustrations have been given to us, 

there has been an underlying and unifying principle brought to light.  Over 

and over again we have seen that in everything we do we are accountable to 

God.  We could put it this way: There is no sphere of life that does not 

belong to God and so there is nothing we do that does not concern him.  Or 

we could put it this way:  The holiness God requires of us includes what we 

do at home and what we do in public, what we do in our inner life and what 

we do in our relationships with others.  It requires that we act with integrity 

when we are alone and act with rectitude and compassion toward our 

neighbour whenever we have dealings with him.  We have another 
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illustration of how we are to live with integrity, mercy and compassion in 

our lesson tonight. 

 Our lesson tonight is a call for fairness in all we say and do.  It can be 

divided into three parts.  The first section—the first three verses—have to do 

with telling the truth in court.  The second section—the next two verses—

command us to show practical kindness to our enemies.  The last section—

verses 6 through 9—are commandments aimed at those who are judges in 

Israel.  They are to administer justice with no partiality, but with fairness and 

discretion.  Let’s look at our lesson and take up these provisions one section 

at a time. 

 Do not spread false reports.  Do not help a wicked man by 
being a malicious witness.  Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong.  
When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding 
with the crowd, and do not who favouritism to a poor man in his 
lawsuit.   

 We have in this section an expansion and illustrations of the ninth 

commandment which orders us not to bear false witness.  There are five 

separate commands given.  First, you shall not spread false reports.  This 

addresses those who are litigants in a judicial case or those who are called as 

witnesses.  A personal commitment to godliness and righteousness must be 
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translated into a public commitment to speaking the truth—especially 

speaking the truth when under oath.   

Second, you are not to help a wicked man conspire to carry a false 

report.  We cannot make a false report nor can we help others to do so.  We 

are forbidden to help those who are trying to perpetrate a fraud.  Beloved, it 

offers us no protection from the wrath of God to say, “But it was his idea; I 

only helped a bit.  I’m not the one responsible for the wrong that was done.”  

That excuse will not fly.   

Third, we are told that we cannot follow the crowd in doing wrong.  

What does this mean?  It means that if you know something is wrong, it 

doesn’t matter how many people tell you it is right.  The newspapers might 

tell you, for example, that abortion is simply a matter of personal choice and 

there is nothing wrong with it.  Your professors at university will almost 

certainly tell you the same thing.  If you are a young, frightened and 

pregnant girl, your parents, your boyfriend or even your clergyman might 

tell you that an abortion is a choice you should make.  It doesn’t make a 

difference how many people urge you to do wrong when you know by the 

light of God’s word that it is forbidden to take such a life.  At times like that, 
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you are not to defer to the crowd, no matter who is in that crowd or how big 

that crowd might be.   

Now look at the second half of that verse.  “Do not follow the crowd 

in doing wrong.  When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert 

justice by siding with the crowd…”  We cannot simply go along with the 

crowd in a legal setting either.  It makes me think of a famous movie with 

Henry Fonda called Twelve Angry Men.  The movie takes place in a jury 

room.  A case of murder has been brought forward.  All of the evidence 

seems to be persuasive.  A vote of the jurors is taken.  It is eleven to one for 

conviction.  Only Henry Fonda is holding out.  He is not at this point quite 

sure of what the problem with the evidence is, but he concerned.  And so he 

is not ready to convict.  He wants to explore the evidence.  The others in the 

jury room are frustrated and angry with him.  It is a hot day.  They have 

other things they would much rather be doing.  One of the men is worried he 

is going to miss a baseball game that he had been looking forward to for a 

long time.  The last thing they want is to drag things out; they wanted to get 

it over with.  So that is what the movie is about.  Will Henry Fonda bow to 

the pressure to convict the man, even though he has not been persuaded as to 

his guilt?  Will he stand firm upon his principles and make things very 

unpleasant for the eleven other people he is locked up in a small room with?  
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Will he obey Exodus 23:2 or won’t he?  I won’t tell you the answer to that in 

case you haven’t seen the movie.   

The fifth command is this: “Do not show favouritism to a poor man in 

his lawsuit.”  Now this might surprise you.  You might have been expecting 

Moses to say, “Do not show favouritism to a rich man in his dispute.”  In 

fact, there are some liberal, left-wing theologians who amend the Hebrew 

word for “poor man” to change it to “rich men.”  That change isn’t proper, 

however.  We know that because we find Moses saying exactly the same 

thing in the Book of Leviticus.  Leviticus 19:15 reads, “So not pervert 

justice; do not show partiality to the poor or favouritism to the great, but 

judge your neighbour fairly.”  Moses means what he says.  For the past two 

chapters he has been saying “Don’t take advantage of the poor.  Don’t 

oppress them.  Take care of the needy.  Don’t be biased against them.”  Now 

he is expanding that principle to say that it would be equally wrong to be 

biased against the rich.  No matter who you are, no matter what your 

circumstances, you are to be treated with fairness, impartiality and justice.  

Your social standing is not to be a factor when you stand before the court.  It 

makes me think of the statues of justice that are often found in courthouse 

lobbies or on the grounds.  Justice is shown as a woman holding a scale on 

which to weigh evidence.  She is by convention blindfolded—not to keep 
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her from seeing the evidence, but to keep her from being unjustly swayed by 

the presenters of the evidence.   

 With the second section, found in verses 4 and 5, the basic idea of the 

previous section continues.  Justice, fair and impartial, is to be found in 

Israel and is to be applied equally to all.  Now we learn that in Israel even an 

enemy is to be treated fairly.   

 If you come across your enemy’s ox or donkey wandering off, 
be sure to take it back to him.  If you see the donkey of someone who 
hates you fallen down under its load, do not leave it there; be sure you 
help him with it.   

Now the word for enemy here can refer to a personal foe or a national 

antagonist, but what we are dealing with in this case is a personal adversary.  

Perhaps you are having a property dispute with someone or a dispute about 

how much you owe someone.  That other person—the person on the other 

side—is suing you.  He is, therefore, your “enemy.”  Now the Bible is 

teaching us here that just because someone is your enemy, it doesn’t mean 

you owe him no duty of neighbour love.  You owe your enemy the same 

neighbour love that you own your friends.  Not only are you not allowed to 

do your enemy harm, you are to have a practical concern for his well-being.  

If your neighbour’s donkey wandered off, you would bring it back.  You 

must do the same with your neighbour’s animal.  If you saw your 
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neighbour’s animal in distress you would go to its aid; you owe the same 

duty of care and consideration to your enemy’s animal.   

This theme of loving your enemy didn’t start with the Sermon on the 

Mount.  There Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your 

neighbour and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray 

for those who persecute you that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.”  

The Old Testament doesn’t teach hatred for the enemy—that was a 

perversion of its teaching offered by Pharisees and Scribes.  Listen to what 

the Old Testament has to say: 

 Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when he stumbles do not 
let your heart rejoice… 
 If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; if he is thirsty, 
give him water to drink.   

The whole Bible, in some way, is the story of loving your enemy, for that is 

what God does.  Adam and Eve made themselves enemies of God through 

the treason of sin.  God did not leave them to perish in the sin they had 

cherished in their hearts, but sought them out and gave them the promise of 

salvation.  Abram was no friend of God.  He grew up and lived in Ur of the 

Chaldees, a centre of pagan worship.  Yet God drew him out of that 

desolation and entered into a covenant of grace and life with him.  Jacob was 
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not born a friend of God.  No one was.  This is how the Apostle Paul 

describes it in Romans 5: 

  You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, 
Christ died for the ungodly.  Very rarely will anyone die for a 
righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to 
die.  But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were 
still sinners, Christ died for us. 

We are to love even our enemies because that is the kind of love with which 

we ourselves have been loved.  We were God’s enemies.  By his grace he 

changed us and brought us into his fold.  John Newton was once walking 

down the road with a friend.  A notorious sinner, newly converted, passed 

by.  Newton’s friend said to him, “Since that man was saved I have never 

doubted God’s ability to save anyone.”  Newton replied, “Since God saved 

me I have never doubted his ability to save anyone.”   

 Let’s take a look at the last four verses.  They take us back to the 

courthouse, but this time their focus in particularly on judges. 

 Do not deny justice to your poor people in their lawsuits.  Have 
nothing to do with a false charge and do not put an innocent or honest 
person to death, for I will not acquit the guilty. 
 Do not accept a bribe for a bribe blinds those who see and 
twists the words of the righteous. 
 Do not oppress and alien; you yourselves know how it feels to 
be aliens, because you were aliens in Egypt. 

With the first command we get the other side of the coin.  Earlier we were 

forbidden to deny justice to the rich; now we are forbidden to deny justice to 
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the poor.  There is to be no bias of any kind.  Next we find that judges are to 

take great care in deciding criminal charges, lest the innocent person be 

wrongly convicted and sentenced.  The person charged is to be given the 

benefit of the doubt.  It is better to let a guilty person go free than to convict 

the innocent.   

But what happens, though, if a guilty person is set free?  Isn’t that a 

problem?  Yes it is, but we are not to fret ourselves about it.  God says, “I 

will not acquit the guilty.”  There will inevitably be those who escape the 

consequences of their guilt.  They will get away with murder.  At least they 

get away with it for a while.  They may get away with it for their whole life 

on earth.  But they will not get away with it before God.  They will not be 

able to fool him.  They will not be able to hide from him.  One day they will 

stand before the bar of his justice and their case will be disposed of with 

perfect justice.  Vengeance belongs to him; he will take care of it so that 

justice is done and done perfectly to the praise of his righteousness and 

holiness. 

Next God commands again against the taking of a bribe of any sort.  

He does so repeatedly throughout the Old Testament and he equates bribery 

with personal corruption.   

 10



For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the 
great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts 
no bribes (Deut. 10:17). 

  When Samuel grew old, he appointed his sons as judges for 
Israel.  The name of his firstborn was Joel and the name of his second 
was Abijah, and they served at Beersheba.  But his sons did not walk 
in his ways.  They turned aside after dishonest gain and accepted 
bribes and perverted justice (I Sam. 8:1-3).   

Jehoshaphat lived in Jerusalem, and he went out again among 
the people from Beersheba to the hill country of Ephraim and turned 
them back to the Lord, the God of their fathers.  He appointed judges 
in the land, in each of the fortified cities of Judah.  He told them, 
“Consider carefully what you do, because you are not judging for man 
but for the Lord, who is with you whenever you give a verdict.  Now 
let the fear of the Lord be upon you.  Judge carefully, for with the 
Lord our God there is no injustice or partiality or bribery” (II Chron. 
19:4-7). 

A wicked man accepts a bribe in secret to pervert the course of 
justice (Proverbs 17:23). 

When we see the attitude God has toward bribery, when we see how deeply 

he hates this perversion of justice, it must make us tremble for those who 

have plunged themselves into the sponsorship scandal at the federal 

government level.  And it must make us tremble for ourselves and search our 

own hearts.  Now we probably have never offered money to anyone so they 

would look the other way, but have there been times in our relationships 

with others when we have sought to manipulate things for our advantage in 

ways that were underhanded?  Have we taken advantage of a weakness we 

know about because of the intimacy of a friendship?  Have we threatened to 
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withhold warmth and affection because we have wanted something?  Have 

we withdrawn our blessing until we have gotten to our goal?  We need to 

pray that God would give us grace to deal with one another with integrity, 

honesty and openness and in such a way that we would show real concern 

not only for ourselves but for others. 

  And so we come to the last verse in our lesson tonight.  “Do not 

oppress and alien; you yourselves know how it feels to be aliens, because 

you were aliens in Egypt.”  Here’s the picture.  Israel had been in Egypt as 

an alien.  They remembered what it was like to be away from home and 

disadvantaged.  They remembered what it was to be oppressed.  They didn’t 

like it.  Remembering that, they were not to treat anyone in a way they didn’t 

want to be treated.  One commentator expands on it this way: 

 All of us understand that motivation because Christians have 
known what it is to be strangers.  We were strangers and aliens to the 
household of God.  And by the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we have 
been made citizens and sons.  But we have not forgotten what it was 
like to be strangers and aliens and therefore, we are to show kindness 
towards those who are strangers and aliens. 

Remember what you were.  Remember by God’s grace what you have 

become.  Live with thanksgiving and praise for God and with love in your 

heart for your neighbour.  That is pleasing in his sight.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN.  

 12


