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Text 
"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. 
2 
"If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck so that he dies, the defender is 

not guilty of bloodshed; 
3 
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. 
4 
"If the stolen animal is found 

alive in his possession-- whether ox or donkey or sheep-- he must pay back double. 
5 
"If a man grazes his 

livestock in a field or vineyard and lets them stray and they graze in another man's field, he must make 

restitution from the best of his own field or vineyard. 
6 
"If a fire breaks out and spreads into thornbushes so 

that it burns shocks of grain or standing grain or the whole field, the one who started the fire must make 

restitution. 
7 
"If a man gives his neighbor silver or goods for safekeeping and they are stolen from the 

neighbor's house, the thief, if he is caught, must pay back double. 
8 
But if the thief is not found, the owner of 

the house must appear before the judges to determine whether he has laid his hands on the other man's 

property. 
9 
In all cases of illegal possession of an ox, a donkey, a sheep, a garment, or any other lost 

property about which somebody says, 'This is mine,' both parties are to bring their cases before the judges. 

The one whom the judges declare guilty must pay back double to his neighbor. 
10 

"If a man gives a donkey, 

an ox, a sheep or any other animal to his neighbor for safekeeping and it dies or is injured or is taken away 

while no one is looking, 
11 

the issue between them will be settled by the taking of an oath before the LORD 

that the neighbor did not lay hands on the other person's property. The owner is to accept this, and no 

restitution is required. 
12 

But if the animal was stolen from the neighbor, he must make restitution to the 

owner. 
13 

If it was torn to pieces by a wild animal, he shall bring in the remains as evidence and he will not 

be required to pay for the torn animal. 
14 

"If a man borrows an animal from his neighbor and it is injured 

or dies while the owner is not present, he must make restitution. 
15 

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. 
16 

"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. 
17 

If her father absolutely refuses to give her to him, he must still pay the bride-

price for virgins. 
18 

"Do not allow a sorceress to live. 
19 

"Anyone who has sexual relations with an animal 

must be put to death. 
20 

"Whoever sacrifices to any god other than the LORD must be destroyed. 
21 

"Do not 

mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in Egypt. 
22 

"Do not take advantage of a widow or an 

orphan. 
23 

If you do and they cry out to me, I will certainly hear their cry. 
24 

My anger will be aroused, and 

I will kill you with the sword; your wives will become widows and your children fatherless. 
25 

"If you lend 

money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest. 
26 

If you take your neighbor's cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, 
27 

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, for I am 

compassionate. 
28 

"Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people. 
29 

"Do not hold back offerings 

from your granaries or your vats. "You must give me the firstborn of your sons. 
30 

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. 
31 

"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. 
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23:1 "Do not spread false reports. Do not help a wicked man by being a malicious witness. 
2 
"Do not follow 

the crowd in doing wrong. When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the 

crowd, 
3 
and do not show favoritism to a poor man in his lawsuit. 

4 
"If you come across your enemy's ox or 

donkey wandering off, be sure to take it back to him. 
5 
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. 
6 
"Do not deny justice to your 

poor people in their lawsuits. 
7 
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. 
8 
"Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds those who see 

and twists the words of the righteous. 
9 
"Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know how it feels to be 

aliens, because you were aliens in Egypt. 

 

Introduction 
“Justice for All” – What does that remind you of?  The Pledge: “One nation, under God, 

indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” 

 

The idea of equal justice is embodied in Western culture in the image of Lady Justice 

who is blindfolded, demonstrating her impartiality, and holds the scales of truth and 

fairness in her right hand and the sword of reprisal in the other.  She is a powerful symbol 

which expresses a core value of our democratic republic of equality in justice, one which 

we probably take for granted as a given, inalienable right, but this idea of equality has not 

always been seen as such.   

 

Many governments and cultures throughout time have not considered equal treatment as a 

fundamental principle.  At the time of the Exodus, such a principle was not fundamental: 

in Ancient Egypt the Israelites found themselves for nearly half a millennia as oppressed 

foreigners without basic human rights, in ancient Mesopotamia a landowner was imbued 

with different rights than one without land, ancient Hittite female temple slaves were kept 

without release or recourse, and in Phoenicia children were sacrificed to Molech.   

 

What I hope that we see clearly as we walk through this passage today is that the God of 

Israel, Yahweh, rescued a people and covenanted with them at Sinai to produce a 

different and holy society which extended protection to each member regardless of rank 

or age, ethnicity or gender, to ensure all would be treated with dignity and respect.  In 

short in this passage, God declares that all are treated equally under the Law. 

 

Prayer 
 

Let us take this passage in three parts: 22:1-14 equal treatment and property rights, 22:15-

31 equal treatment and social relations, and 23:1-9 equal treatment and further 

elaboration on social relations.  Admittedly these divisions are fluid to some degree, but 

this threefold division will provide for breaks to consider what if any implications we 

might be able to bring into our modern setting. 

 

Part 1: Equal Treatment and Property Rights 

 

vss. 1,4 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… If the stolen 

animal is found alive in his possession—whether ox or donkey or sheep—he 

must pay back double. 
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 Situation: Robbery resulting in the permanent loss of goods by the original owner 

(v. 1) or the temporary loss of goods (v. 4).  In the case of the former the repayment is 

based on the value of the item lost; if the latter it requires the animal be returned and a 

penalty of an equal animal also be forfeited.  At first you might query who this law is 

meant to protect, that is to say, isn't this just providing protection to the rich and the poor 

will remain poor?  But notice, there is no such restriction on whom the law applies, rich 

and poor both are protected; what's more, the one application of this law that I know 

about in the OT is given in 2 Samuel 12:4-5 which is a story about a RICH man stealing a 

sheep from a poor man, not vice versa!   

In ancient times as well as contemporary, people of means are normally pretty 

good about securing their own wealth; it is the enterprise of acquisition of wealth by the 

poor which need protections under the law. 

  

vss. 2-3 If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck so that he dies, the 

defender is not guilty of bloodshed; 
3 

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. 
 

 Situation: Robbery during which the perpetrator is killed either in darkness (v. 2) 

or daylight (v. 3).  Notice there is protection here for both the defender and the offender.  

This is radical: the use of deadly force in self-defense is warranted when the outcome of 

the violence is unknown, but is not warranted on the account of loss of property alone.  

Remember there are no first-strike matches, no flashlights, and certainly no electric 

lighting, so if someone is breaking into your home at night and you know nothing about 

the perpetrator, self-defense is justifiable instead of there being further risk to the others 

in your household; however, if it happens in the daylight, where you can see who the 

thief is, no deadly force is authorized: vigilante justice is not permitted.  Because if 

someone make off with your stuff, you can identify the thief and whatever goods may be 

stolen, thus you may not strike out against such a robber.   Why? Because, a human life 

even if used for thievery is more valuable than property, and he will have to pay for his 

crime even if he must work it off through servitude. 

 

What about the accidental loss of property? 

 

vss. 5-6 If a man grazes his livestock in a field or vineyard and lets them stray 

and they graze in another man’s field, he must make restitution from the best of 

his own field or vineyard. 
6 

If a fire breaks out and spreads into thornbushes so 

that it burns stocks of grain or standing grain or the whole field, the one who 

started the fire must make restitution. 
 

Situation: Destruction of property through neglect of animals (5) or fire (6).  Theft 

by neglect is paid one-to-one from the best of the offender's stuff.  This is different than 

robbery. 
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vss. 7-13 If a man gives his neighbor silver or goods for safekeeping and they 

are stolen from the neighbor’s house, the thief, if he is caught, must pay back 

double. 
8 

But if the thief is not found, the owner of the house must appear 

before the judges to determine whether he has laid his hands on the other 

man’s property. 
9 

In all cases of illegal possession of an ox, a donkey, a sheep, a 

garment, or any other lost property about which somebody says, ‘This is mine,’ 

both parties are to bring their cases before the judges. The one whom the judges 

declare guilty must pay back double to his neighbor. 
10

If a man gives a donkey, 

an ox, a sheep or any other animal to his neighbor for safekeeping and it dies 

or is injured or is taken away while no one is looking, 
11 

the issue between them 

will be settled by the taking of an oath before the Lord that the neighbor did not 

lay hands on the other person’s property. The owner is to accept this, and no 

restitution is required. 
12 

But if the animal was stolen from the neighbor 

[BETTER: if he stole the animal from him], he must make restitution to the 

owner. 
13 

If it was torn to pieces by a wild animal, he shall bring in the remains 

as evidence and he will not be required to pay for the torn animal. 
 

 Situation: Loss of property which was entrusted to another for safekeeping.  The 

responsibility is on the thief alone, not on the holder of the property, unless of course they 

are one and the same, then he must pay double.  Notice the protection here of both parties 

involved in the case of a dispute with the introduction of wise arbitration and/or taking of 

an oath: again protecting all equally. 

 

vss. 14-15  If a man borrows an animal from his neighbor and it is injured or 

dies while the owner is not present, he must make restitution. 
15 

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. 
 

 Situation: Loss of leased property requires repayment if the owner is absent but 

not if the owner is present only the retainer money is lost.  

 

Implications of the Property Rights section: 

1. All are treated equally under the Law: Social status does not play a role in justice 

2. Human life is valued above property 

3. Motives matter: loss by neglect or accident is different than robbery 

 

Part 2: Equal Treatment and Social Relations 

 

vss. 16-17 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. 
17 

If her father 

absolutely refuses to give her to him, he must still pay the bride-price for 

virgins. 
 

 Two Clarifications: (1) this is referring to consentual sex and not rape (rape is 

punishable by death of the offender in Deut 22:25); (2) the "bride-price" does not imply 

that daughters are mere property which is bought and sold, rather this "price" is a 
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guarantee, that is, a kind of life, or better "marriage", insurance that would allow for a 

woman who was later widowed or divorced to survive in a world without social security 

(e.g. Naomi, see the Book of Ruth). 

 Two Implications for men and women: (MEN) Women are not chattel to be used 

for satisfying your desires and then discarded.  This text and many like it say clearly that 

the moment you shack up—regardless of whether you have taken official vows—you are 

responsible as though you are married! (LADIES) There is a bit of a hidden lesson here 

for you too: if your father, heavenly or earthly, would not approve of your choice in 

mates, then it is time to move on lest it be too late. 

 

vss. 18-20 Do not allow a sorceress to live. 
19 

Anyone who has sexual relations 

with an animal must be put to death. 
20 

Whoever sacrifices to any god other 

than the Lord must be destroyed. 
 

 In Sum: God's people must put aside the practices of the peoples surrounding 

them.  You are called to be different NOT attempting to manipulate the elements 

(sorcery) but looking to God who controls all of reality, NOT following every sexual 

desire one might have (bestiality) but being faithfully committed in monogamous 

marriages, NOT worshipping at the altar of our lust for money, toys, etc. (false sacrifices) 

but hoping only in the LORD.  God's people must be different!!! 

 

vss. 21-27 Do not mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in 

Egypt.  
22 

Do not take advantage of a widow or an orphan. 
23 

If you do and they 

cry out to me, I will certainly hear their cry. 
24 

My anger will be aroused, and I 

will kill you with the sword; your wives will become widows and your children 

fatherless. 
25 

If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do 

not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest. 
26 

If you take your 

neighbor’s cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, 
27 

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, for I am compassionate. 
 

 In Sum: God takes seriously the treatment of the politically, ethnically, sexually, 

parental, and monetarily oppressed.  If you read the prophets, this very problem is THE 

recurring theme: Israel and Judah will be judged because of their failure to protect the 

oppressed of society!  See, for instance, Jer 22:3-5 among many other examples.  God's 

people MUST protect the weakest members of society because He is compassionate to all 

people, but particularly the downtrodden. 

 

vss. 28-31 Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people. 
29 

Do not 

hold back offerings from your granaries or your vats. You must give me the 

firstborn of your sons [animals]. 
30 

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. 
31 

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. 
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 In Sum: God's people must treat God's holiness with reverence and fear.  This 

means you must live a life of ordered holiness that respects his Law and his lawmakers.  

(Excursion on "cursing the ruler of your people") 

 

Implications of Social Relations Section I: 

1. God's people must protect the weak: virgins, widows, orphans, poor, foreigners, etc. 

2. God's people must live a life different than those around them 

3. God's people must respect authority 

 

Part 3: Equal Treatment and More Social Relations 

 

vss. 23:1-3, 6-7 Do not spread false reports. Do not help a wicked man by being 

a malicious witness. 
2 

Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong. When you give 

testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the crowd, 
3 

and do 

not show favoritism to a poor man in his lawsuit…
 6 

Do not deny justice to your 

poor people in their lawsuits. 
7 

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. 
8 

Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds those who see and twists the words of 

the righteous. 
 

 In Short: This is an elaboration of "bearing false witness." No preferential 

treatment or outright deception is allowed.  The poor nor the crowd are to be given a 

pass; all are to be treated equally in a lawsuit.  Example: single jury member on the 

Blagojevich trial. 

 

vss. 4-5 If you come across your enemy’s ox or donkey wandering off, be sure 

to take it back to him. 
5 

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. 
 

 In Sum: Do unto your ENEMIES as you would have them do unto you!  Here is 

the real test of our hearts: the way we treat or don't treat those who have done us harm 

indicates who is first in our hearts.  Our God who created all humanity in his image 

demands that WE SEEK THE WELFARE without partiality of every person, especially 

those who have wronged us!   

Consider with me: Who are any of us but ENEMIES OF GOD whom He chose to 

seek out and save, to do good by.  Where is my justification for repaying evil for evil to 

those who hate me when all He has done is shown His mercy upon my life.  Jesus said 

love your neighbor and what we find out here (as well as in the parable of the Good 

Samaritan) is that means love your enemy.   

Who is your enemy? A coworker, a family member, a boss or teacher?  When you 

think of this person is it your desire to see him succeed or fail, for her welfare or her 

demise?  "Well, he brought that upon himself and deserves what he got!" is not the 

attitude of Christ or his people… Jesus said: "Love your enemies and pray for those who 

harm you." 
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vs. 9 Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know how it feels to be aliens, 

because you were aliens in Egypt. 
 

 Excursion on treatment of foreigners: (Political) None of us are natives in this 

land, and few of us have gone 15 rounds with USCIS to try to get in, so where do we get 

off saying to our neighbors, "You don't belong here, go back to wherever? I don't care 

about what happens to you there!"; (Personal) Don't take advantage of the illegal alien 

among you, means treating people equally: don't pay her a lower wage to watch your kids 

than you would a citizen, don't work him longer hours because you know he can't report 

you, don't complain about her because she doesn't know the language yet, and don't 

blame him for all the crime in your neighborhood.  Seek the welfare of the alien, means: 

invite your international colleague to join you at a work party, have a college student into 

your home for a meal, have relationships with people who are not like you, and look for 

ways to be kind to those who may not understand all our customs… 

 

General Implications on Social Relations II: 

1. Speak truthfully and do not be swayed by anything other than the truth. 

2. Seek the good of all people but especially your enemies and foreigners. 

 

Taken as a whole, let us consider… 

-None of these laws (except the specific sacrifices) are abolished in the NT and most are 

recapitulated. 

-There is no dichotomy between sacred life and secular life, being a part of God's people 

requires complete devotion of every aspect of life. All of life is worship! 

-God guarantees justice to ALL members of society: owners (22:1, 2-3, 4), robbers (22:2-

3), households (22:2-3, 5, 6), lenders (22:7-8, 9), borrowers (22:7-8, 9), leaser (22:10-13), 

leasee (22:14-15), unmarried (22:16), widow, orphan, poor (22:22-24), leaders (22:28), 

enemies (23:4-5) and foreigners (22:21, 23:9) are all given equal protection in God's 

social order.  We are to seek the welfare of everyone realizing the kingdom of God on 

earth as it is in heaven. 

 

As symbolized by Lady Justice the right hand is about equal treatment for all, but the left 

hand holds a sword ready to strike the offender; God declares, "I will not acquit the 

guilty" (23:7)—punishment is required of those who are law breakers.  A sincere 

assessment of our own hearts exposes that we are indeed law-breakers; we have ignored 

the foreigner, plotted malice against our enemies, hated our leaders, neglected the poor, 

orphan and widow, taken advantage of the unmarried, exploited the borrowers, and 

robbed from owners.  What we find is that we ALL are guilty under God's law. 

 

BUT, you say, I have not done ALL of these things or even a majority of these; however, 

justice is not weighed on all your "merits" but on each point, and you can be condemned 

for the transgression of any one.  The murder's defense is not, "But I'm generally a good 

guy," or the robber is not excused because he has not murdered. Leviticus 26:14-15 says 

that one must abide by ALL of the commandments otherwise the entire covenant is 

broken! 
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SO what happens to those who break the law?  Justice must be satisfied; remember: 

"Justice for all" means "Justice (i.e. chastisement) for all."  Punishment is reckoned to all 

… death is our end… we have no hope left to ourselves… 

 

BUT 

There was ONE who did not fail; one who loved his enemies, cared for the weak, spoke 

truthfully; one who kept ALL of God's Law, and yet he was punished as a law-breaker 

with the full force of the God's justice.  This one, Jesus the God-Man, took upon his 

sinless self our punishment and our sin, he died on a cross in our stead, and he was 

resurrected as our eternal hope. 

 

Jesus became our Justice! 

 

This is the GOOD NEWS: he invites you to believe in him and trust in this great 

deliverance from our just penalty for transgressing God's Law, so that we might be united 

in him to live a life pleasing to God forevermore. 

 

Lord’s Table 

 

Benediction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Hardy on Sunday morning, September 26, 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. 


