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Text 
"These are the laws you are to set before them: 

2 
"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. 
3 
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. 
4 
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. 
5 
"But if the servant declares, 'I love my master and my wife and children and do not want to 

go free,' 
6 
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. 
7 
"If a man sells his daughter as a 

servant, she is not to go free as menservants do. 
8 
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. 
9 
If he selects her for his son, he must grant her the rights of a daughter. 

10 
If he marries another 

woman, he must not deprive the first one of her food, clothing and marital rights. 
11 

If he does not provide 

her with these three things, she is to go free, without any payment of money. 

 

Introduction 
 The book of Exodus is 40 chapters long.  We’re just starting ch. 21, so 

we’re half-way through.  But most people, when they think of the content of 

Exodus, think of things that happen in the first 20 chapters: the birth and 

amazing preservation of baby Moses, the burning bush, the showdown with 

Pharaoh and miraculous plagues, the parting of the Red Sea, the bread from 

heaven, the water from the rock…  It’s almost as if we think the story ends 

with Moses receiving the Ten Commandments on Sinai. 

But that’s not how the inspired text ends.  It ends, 20 chapters later, 

with the glory of the Lord settling upon the newly constructed tabernacle 

and the Israelites living day-to-day life with God.  Much of the book is 

somewhat mundane instead of magnificent and, truth be told, that is much of 

the Christian life – going to work, doing dishes, paying bills, loving your 

family.  The Christian life has some exciting highlights, but it’s not one of 

unending intensity, full of dramatic events – a constant mountaintop 

experience.  Rather, it’s about learning to live in the day-to-day with God 

and see the spectacular there.  It’s about the stuff of real life. 
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And that is what we’re getting into now with the detailed laws of the 

Book of the Covenant (chs. 21-23).  As one person has recognized, for most 

people going through Exodus “boredom seems to set in at this point, relieved 

only by the golden calf incident narrated in chapter 32….  The impression is 

given that the writer of Exodus has now inserted into a brilliant narrative a 

series of rules and regulations that are of interest only to historians.”
1
  So get 

ready.  That’s the territory we’re getting into.  It may not be as flashy, but 

that’s kind of the point. 

What does it look like to live as God’s people in the wake of 

redemption?  That’s the question.  God has radically redeemed his people; 

spared them of judgment; freed them from slavery; then led them on a 

journey indicative of the Christian life, full of trials, hardships, ups, and 

downs; and now a major part of this journey has been the giving of the law 

to (1) show the people how God didn’t save them because they were good 

people, they fall short of his standards on every front, but (2) in light of this 

fact and the fact that God has provided a way for them to be forgiven the law 

was also given to show them how they are to live in heartfelt gratitude, in 

the fear (or awe) of him… in the nuts and bolts of life. 

In short, what we’re going to see today from the beginning of this 

somewhat arcane section is just this: Christians should live in a way that 

looks out for others. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Heading (21:1) 

 21:1 provides a heading of sorts for what follows.  God spoke the Ten 

Words or the Ten Commandments directly from the mountaintop to Moses 

and the people who were gathered at the bottom.  It was too much for the 

Israelites.  They quickly recognized that they needed a mediator and so 

Moses went up the mountain to have a private conversation with God.  God 

relayed to him these laws to pass on to or set before the Israelites. 

Now these laws are really just elaborations of the principles outlined 

in the Ten Commandments.  They are “an application of the Decalogue to 

the specific social context of Israel as a nation.”
2
  What we’re coming into 

are no less God’s words than the Ten Commandments, but there’s something 

different about them.  I read one person who highlighted the distinction this 

way: the Ten Commandments were written in stone by the very finger of 

God; the following laws were written on paper by the hand of Moses.  So 

we’re moving away from a treatment of moral absolutes (summarized in the 
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Ten Commandments) and into examples of those absolutes being 

contextualized to a particular era. 

What follows are ruminations on the Ten Commandments for Israel in 

their mid-second millennium B.C. setting as they are about to enter into the 

particular land of Canaan.  And this is not even an exhaustive law code.  The 

statutes given here don’t cover every possible scenario that might potentially 

come about.  Instead, they provide precedents, examples of what it looks like 

to take the moral law of God and apply it to sundry situations that could 

present themselves.  And, when you think about it, this is really the task 

that’s always before us.  Here, writes John Mackay, “God provides 

paradigms, authoritative patterns, which would allow Israel (and the church 

still) to think through how to apply basic ethical principles in a variety of 

situations.”
3
 

So – “Don’t steal.”  Seems simple, right?  But what does that look like 

in a land based economy without the benefits of modern surveying 

technology… where natural landmarks and boundary stones marked off 

property (cf. Dt. 19:14)?  Or getting to the material under investigation for 

today, what does not stealing and not murdering look like fleshed out in an 

economy based upon workers being indentured to their masters?  How 

should contracts be written up?  What’s fair when a worker has a child on 

your time, living in your housing, eating your food?  Who should pay for 

that?  And how?  And who should get the benefits of that?  I know it sounds 

a little crass to talk this way, but this kind of stuff has to be thought through.  

We often like to ignore the nitty gritty details and sometimes uncomfortable 

topics of life.  But that’s what’s being got at here. 

We read it, try to understand it in its context, and then we take the line 

of thinking started and represented here and extend it on out to our day and 

time with things like at-will employment and intellectual property, benefits 

packages and a whole slew of potentialities.  Essentially, what does love 

look like in the nitty gritty of a complex world of relationships?  God is 

showing his people how to start thinking like this.  Love… that makes sense 

up here, but it’s gotta be translated. 

 

Manservants (vv. 2-6) 

 So we come to look at vv. 2-6 and at first think, “What the heck am I 

supposed to get out of this!?!”  In fact, you might find it not just out of 

touch, but offensive.  “If you buy a Hebrew servant [some translations have 

‘slave’]…”  Now why in the world does God regulate slavery?  Why doesn’t 

he just abolish slavery?  If you can, allow me to suspend the why slavery 
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question for just a brief moment and first answer the why slavery here 

question. 

Why is the first thing God deals with in this Book of the Covenant 

slavery?  Couldn’t there have been more important (or at least less 

controversial) things to tackle?  The Code of Hammurabi (circa 1700 B.C.), 

by contrast, treats slaves last.  I think it’s quite fascinating that God begins 

here.  First, ironically, it elevates to primary importance the treatment of 

human beings above property laws and the like (I’ll show you what I mean 

in a second).  Secondly, and I think the main reason this section starts with 

slavery, is that this is where the Ten Commandments actually start.  

Remember the historical prologue?  “I am the Lord your God, who brought 

you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (20:2).  The Israelites have just 

been delivered from a situation of slavery themselves, a miserable situation 

in Egypt.  And so God wants to address right away how they are supposed to 

think and act in regards to this topic that’s so fresh in their minds.  It has to 

be addressed quickly for their new life. 

Okay, makes sense so far… so why does God assume that Hebrews 

will be enslaving their fellow Hebrews?  Why doesn’t he just make it clear 

that this is wrong and unacceptable behavior right off the bat?  Well, in a 

sense, he does!  As you read these stipulations here you begin to notice that 

God is talking about something radically different.  You see, when we hear 

slavery our minds immediately go to the worst of the ante-bellum South in 

America.  That was a slavery based upon race; that is, one race subjugating 

another.  It lasted a slave’s whole lifetime, with no real rights whatsoever 

accorded to the slave.  It involved violently rounding up people and taking 

them from their homeland and transporting them across the world against 

their wills.  It was a ghastly evil.  It was in many ways like what the 

Hebrews had experienced in Egypt: 400 long, hard years; a slavery based 

entirely on ethnicity involving the violent murdering of babies for 

population control, beatings, unjust working conditions and quotas; and they 

were of course held against their wills. 

But look closely here.  What God is describing in these verses for the 

recently redeemed Hebrews we see on every count is dramatically different.  

First off, it wasn’t based on racism.  This is talking about Hebrew to Hebrew 

arrangements.  Secondly, it wasn’t for life.  The arrangement would 

automatically end after six years.  There are protections for the rights of the 

‘slaves’.  They could maintain their own families and presumably their own 

property throughout this period of ‘slavery’.  And, this is big, look ahead at 

Exodus 21:16 (“Anyone who kidnaps another and either sells him or still has 

him when he is caught must be put to death”).  Alright, so this verse 
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legislates the death penalty for slave traders.  Anyone wanting to use the 

Bible to justify the African slave trade is firmly stopped by this verse right 

there!  No further debate needed.  And a parallel passage to ours in Dt. 

15:12-15 suggests that the ‘slavery’ in mind here was not against people’s 

wills, but that people would actually sell themselves into it.  It was an 

agreeable agreement for many… maybe to pay off a debt or maybe just 

because it was a good way to make money. 

And on top of all this “it is to be noted,” points out Alec Motyer, “that 

conditions were such that [this] first item of legislation catered for the 

servant who loved his master and did not want his ‘freedom’.”
4
  Did you 

notice that in vv. 5-6?  “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 [for an official ceremony].  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.”  How barbaric, nailing a guy’s ear into a wall?  I don’t think so.  

How many of you have had your ears pierced.  It doesn’t hurt that bad, does 

it?  I’m not certain of all the symbolism (I read different speculations), but 

this seemed to be, far from barbarism, a touching ceremonial display of 

fealty, admiration, and responsible care in a scenario where the ‘slave’ found 

his set-up to be ideal. 

Really, this arrangement is better deemed ‘indentured servanthood’ as 

opposed to ‘slavery’.  Therefore I appreciate the NIV’s translation of the 

term as ‘servant’.  Granted, it’s very different from today’s setting where 

jobs are (often but not always) 40 hours a week and you can leave your work 

at the office (for the most part), so it does seem a bit strange.  But it’s not 

that far removed.  I enjoy watching Jane Austen movies with my wife or 

BBC productions like Cranford – stories set in early 1800s England, where 

large estates were headed by ladies or lords that could often be quite 

beneficent and beloved.  The whole operation (pre automation and 

industrialization) required lots of manpower with low turnover – gardeners, 

cooks, maids, butlers, carriage drivers, nurses.  And so in that economy as 

recent as 200 years ago, many people were provided for and spared poverty 

by being servants.  They would live in the servants’ quarters with their own 

families and have all their needs met.  It could be a very affectionate 

arrangement.  Think of Dickens’ David Copperfield and David’s dear and 

faithful Peggotty, and other such characters from literature of that era.  This 

is kind of what I have in mind when I think of ancient Hebrew servants. 

 

Applications 
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 So how can we begin to apply this section to our day?  First of all I 

think there’s an underlying theme here of treating others justly.  Not just 

that, but generously – looking out for others.  Servants want to provide 

good quality work for their masters.  Masters want to guard against using 

their power to take advantage of their servants.  In that parallel passage in 

Dt. 15 it tells masters: “When you release [a servant], do not send him away 

empty-handed.  Supply him liberally from your flock, your threshing floor 

and your winepress.  [Get this:] Give to him as the Lord your God has 

blessed you.  Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your 

God redeemed you” (Dt. 15:13-15).  That links their treatment in Egypt with 

the way they organize their workforce. 

 It would have been very easy (unfortunately this is the way human 

nature works) to turn around and treat slaves with the same malice and 

injustice that they had just experienced; that is, once they are not the 

oppressed, but have power over others, to abuse that power.  History gives 

evidence of this phenomenon happening time and time again. 

I see a very applicable principle here for us.  We are dealt a lot of crap 

in life.  This is a messed up world and we experience some pretty messed up 

things.  It’s easy to let that embitter and harden you to the point that you deal 

with the hurt in your life by causing others to experience it too, now that you 

can.  Do you know what I mean?  We respond to the sin done to us by 

becoming more self-protective and thus self-focused.  But God’s grace is 

about breaking cycles.  God wants to redeem us and heal us and use us to 

change things.  Christians who have experienced God’s grace and 

forgiveness and freedom in Jesus need to constantly remember God’s 

kindness to them and let that shape and inform how we treat others.  Don’t 

repeat and pass on the sins dealt to you.  Treat others well in the details. 

Think about what ways you may be replicating the injustices done to 

you by your parents, by those who you were rejected by… ways that you’ve 

let life’s hardships harden you to the point of self-preservation instead of 

looking out for others.  May the Spirit grant us eyes to see because we’re 

so often blind to this!  Try even asking someone if they see you doing that in 

any way. 

 I think there are other applications here, more concrete ones.  “Here 

there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 

slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all” (Col. 3:11), meaning: the gospel 

brings together people of all stripes.  We have both employers and 

employees here in our community.  Employers are to treat their employees 

justly and kindly.  Employees are also to respect their employers and abide 

by their agreements.  There may perhaps be better arrangements for different 
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times than that of indentured servanthood, but there will always and should 

always be people working for other people.  And think about it: the idea of 

being ‘owned’ isn’t quite as odd as we think.  We still have similar situations 

for instance in the terms of enlistment for military service today.  Or “in 

modern sports terminology a player can be described as being ‘bought’ or 

‘sold’ from one team to another.  Players are not actually the property of the 

team that ‘owns’ them except as regards the exclusive right to their 

employment as players of that sport.”
5
  But I think it’s helpful to think of our 

place of employment as ‘owning’ us and of us giving ourselves loyally to 

them.  Do you genuinely want to see the business you work for succeed?  Or 

are you just there to put your time in, grip about your boss and your work 

and get you paycheck so you can go home?  That’s a great question to think 

about. 

I think some of the precedent set in scenarios that seem bizarre to us 

today like in v. 4, find a parallel in laws like if you write code for a 

company, that code belongs to the company, not you.  You can’t take the 

things you make on the company’s clock, unless that was somehow 

specified in your terms of service ahead of time.  These kinds of 

arrangements are important – honoring your contracts, giving an honest 

day’s work for an honest day’s wage, that kind of stuff… 

 

Maidservants (vv. 7-11) 

Now we come to look at vv. 7-11 and again many feel embarrassed or 

enraged by such preposterous parts of the Bible.  Texts like these are what 

people point to as evidence that the Bible is repressive and sexist.  But try to 

understand the context and the intention behind these laws within their 

context.  Again there’s a clearly benevolent purpose behind these laws.  It’s 

really hard to get our minds around what is happening here, but it seems that 

a father accepts a bride price for one of his daughters and she goes to join an 

estate with the understanding being that she will marry one of the sons of the 

owner of the estate eventually.  Something like this probably happened quite 

frequently then.  And the overarching point here is that women were to be 

cared for, either by their family or by the new household they came into. 

If, however, the coming of age passes and the master of the house 

does not select this young woman for his son, he can’t just keep her on 

indefinitely and he certainly can’t sell her to someone else like some kind of 

slave trader.  She’s not property like that.  He must allow her to be bought 

back by her family – redeemed is the word used; “he has broken faith with 

her” (v. 8).  And if, on the other hand, she does marry his son she has to be 

accepted as a full-fledged daughter. 
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And the son has to treat her well and with dignity.  Yeah, I’m not 

going to attempt to solve the problem of the potential second wife thing.  

Polygamy was an unfortunate fact in that setting, one that I truly believe the 

whole of Scripture makes clear is wrong – it’s incompatible with the 

principle of love and marriage.  But here in these applications of love to that 

particular setting we see that women were to be cared for.  Second wives 

could not be treated as second class wives, with contempt or used.  They had 

to be cared for with the FULL attention of a wife, which I believe would act 

as a deterrent to anyone ever taking a second wife in the first place. 

 

Applications 

 How can we apply this to today’s setting where, at least in America, 

arranged marriages are thought ridiculous and many other things are 

different?  First, I’d just want to say that God loves his daughters just as 

much as he loves his sons.  He’s looking out for them here. 

Secondly, chivalry is not chauvinism.  We need noble men!  Where 

has all the nobility gone these days?!  As a dad of two daughters, it makes 

me very sad.  Guys are to protect women, to treat them with respect, not as 

objects.  Instead, these days men have not only dropped the ball, but they are 

generally not worthy of respect themselves and are simply objects of pity.  

That’s messed up.  I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again, we have a real 

man crisis on our hands – dads that have abdicated their responsibilities in 

the past to care for their daughters and dads failing to raise up modern day 

knights in their sons that will treat women well.  What we have is a bunch of 

boys who can shave or as one person has called it a perpetual Peter-Pan 

syndrome.  In last month’s Atlantic there was a fascinating and in-depth 

article entitled “The End of Men.”  It included this: 

 

American pop culture keeps producing endless variations on the 

omega male, who ranks even below the beta in the wolf pack.  

This often-unemployed, romantically challenged loser can show 

up as a perpetual adolescent (in Judd Apatow’s Knocked Up or 

The 40-Year-Old Virgin), or a charmless misanthrope (in Noah 

Baumbach’s Greenberg), or a happy couch potato (in a Bud 

Light commercial).  He can be sweet, bitter, nostalgic, or 

cynical, but he cannot figure out how to be a man. “We call 

each other ‘man,’” says Ben Stiller’s character in Greenberg, 

“but it’s a joke.  It’s like imitating other people.”
6
 

 



9 

The problem is that this isn’t just on the screen.  ‘Omega males’ are 

everywhere.  If you’re not one, I’m sure you know one, or two, or two 

hundred.  I know for a fact that there are a lot of quality, single, godly ladies 

who would like to be married, but there is a dearth of men to man up and 

win their hearts.  If you’re a single male prolonging adolescence come talk 

to one of the elders here and say, “I want to be a man.  Can you help me?”  

We’d love to! 

And if you’re a married man, a husband, we get a helpful three part 

guideline here as to what is our responsibility as men should be to our wives.  

Verse 10 – (1) provision (“he must not deprive her of her food”); (2) 

protection (“he must not deprive her of her clothing”); and (3) intimacy (“he 

must not deprive her of her marital rights,” meaning sexual intercourse, 

which is just the consummation or pinnacle of loving, caring intimacy).  

Husbands: does your wife feel taken care of by you – physically and 

emotionally?  Does she feel like you would do anything, make any sacrifice 

for her?  Are you doing everything you can to make her feel safe and secure, 

including taking the lead in directing her to find her security ultimately in 

the Lord?  Women have basic needs for provision, protection, and intimacy.  

And it is the man’s job to deliver, to be the noble man as Christ is to him.   

 

The Servant 
 Let’s talk about Christ for awhile as we close.  Where is he at in all 

this?  These laws “teach us practical principles to apply at home and at work.  

[But] they also provide wonderful pictures of our salvation in Christ,” says 

Phil Ryken.
7
  Jesus was the noble man.  We’ve seen here that Christians 

should live in a way that looks out for others.  How can we do that?  How 

can we resist just looking out for ourselves?  Because Christ lived in a way 

that looked out for us. 

 There’s the picture in here of redemption, someone being redeemed 

from an abusive master.  Well, “we were born as slaves to sin, tyrannized by 

the cruel mastery of the devil.  But when Christ was crucified, he paid the 

price to redeem us, and now we are free to go back home to God.”
8
 

There’s also the picture of marrying the master’s son.  Well, “we were 

all alone, living without hope.  But when we came to God, he engaged us to 

marry his one and only Son.  Thus the Bible describes the Church as the 

bride of Christ.  We are married to the Master’s Son.”
9
 

Jesus picks up and completes so many themes introduced throughout 

the Bible, but there’s one in particular theme here that’s especially moving.  

Verse 6 describes the servant who pledges his whole life to service and seals 

it with an awl through the ear, nailing him to the doorpost.  That verse is 
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referenced in Psalm 40:6 where King David declared, “Sacrifice and 

offering you did not desire, but my ears you have pierced; burnt offerings 

and sin offerings you did not require.  Then I said, “Here I am, I have come 

– it is written about me in the scroll.  I desire to do your will, O my God; 

your law is within my heart.”  Oftentimes David speaks in the Psalms in 

ways that sound eerily Messianic and it’s not rare to hear these words later 

on Jesus’ lips. 

Well, this verse (Ps. 40:6 which contains an illusion to Ex. 21:6) is 

picked up and quoted in Hebrews 10:5-7, applying it to Jesus, “Therefore, 

when Christ came into the world, he said: ‘Sacrifice and offering you did not 

desire, but a body you prepared for me; with burnt offerings and sin 

offerings you were not pleased.  Then I said, “Here I am – it is written about 

me in the scroll – I have come to do your will, O God.”’”  Ears being pierced 

in the text is changed to say, “A body you have prepared,” but the context 

and background is the same.  Jesus is essentially saying, “I have come to be 

a servant.  I am committed wholeheartedly to my task to the very end.”  

And, we know, he gave not just his ear, but his whole body to be pierced and 

nailed to the wood of the cross.  His whole life was quite literally given over 

in service to God and others.  He was a voluntary servant to God and a 

servant of people.  Philippians 2:3-8 puts it well: 

 

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in 

humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you 

should look not only to your own interests, but also to the 

interests of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of 

Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 

equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself 

nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in 

human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he 

humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on 

a cross! 

 

Jesus was the Suffering Servant (Is. 52:13 – 53:12), who lived among people 

“as one who serves” (Lk. 22:27), even washing feet (Jn. 13:1-17), the 

dedicated and faithful One “who did not come to be served, but to serve, and 

to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk. 10:45).  Christ lived (and died) 

in a way that looked out for others.  When he laid down his life on the 

cross as the ultimate burnt offering and sin offering he was looking out for 

you.  And now resurrected and ascended back to the right hand of God, he is 

always looking out for you.  Only as we are constantly aware of this can we 
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then consistently and thoroughly live in a way that looks out for others… 

in society, in our jobs, in our marriages and families.  We often think – I’m 

supposed to be looking out for other people, but who’s looking out for me?  

Jesus is.  He came as a servant.  And when he comes again to consummate 

his kingdom he, our Lord and Master, “will dress himself to serve, will have 

[us] recline at the table and will come and wait on [us]” (Lk. 12:37).  

Mindblowing! 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 Let him serve you.  Let him be your Savior.  Let his blood wash you 

of your selfishness, your sin of looking out only for yourself.  Don’t try to 

save yourself.  Remember what Jesus has done for you – redeeming you… 

marrying you… serving you.  Hebrews 10:10 – “We have been made holy 

through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.”  Eat, drink, 

and remember. 

 

Benediction 

Bolstered by his sacrificial service of you, may you seek to live a life of 

service to others, not with words or tongue only but with actions and in truth 

(cf. 1Jn. 3:18). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 12, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying 

community that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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