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Text 
The LORD said to Moses, 2 "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'If anyone makes a special vow to 

dedicate persons to the LORD by giving equivalent values, 3 set the value of a male between the ages of 

twenty and sixty at fifty shekels of silver, according to the sanctuary shekel; 4 and if it is a female, set her 

value at thirty shekels. 5 If it is a person between the ages of five and twenty, set the value of a male at 

twenty shekels and of a female at ten shekels. 6 If it is a person between one month and five years, set the 

value of a male at five shekels of silver and that of a female at three shekels of silver. 7 If it is a person sixty 

years old or more, set the value of a male at fifteen shekels and of a female at ten shekels. 8 If anyone 

making the vow is too poor to pay the specified amount, he is to present the person to the priest, who will 

set the value for him according to what the man making the vow can afford. 9 "'If what he vowed is an 

animal that is acceptable as an offering to the LORD, such an animal given to the LORD becomes holy. 10 

He must not exchange it or substitute a good one for a bad one, or a bad one for a good one; if he should 

substitute one animal for another, both it and the substitute become holy. 11 If what he vowed is a 

ceremonially unclean animal-- one that is not acceptable as an offering to the LORD-- the animal must be 

presented to the priest, 12 who will judge its quality as good or bad. Whatever value the priest then sets, 

that is what it will be. 13 If the owner wishes to redeem the animal, he must add a fifth to its value. 14 "'If a 

man dedicates his house as something holy to the LORD, the priest will judge its quality as good or bad. 

Whatever value the priest then sets, so it will remain. 15 If the man who dedicates his house redeems it, he 

must add a fifth to its value, and the house will again become his. 16 "'If a man dedicates to the LORD part 

of his family land, its value is to be set according to the amount of seed required for it-- fifty shekels of 

silver to a homer of barley seed. 17 If he dedicates his field during the Year of Jubilee, the value that has 

been set remains. 18 But if he dedicates his field after the Jubilee, the priest will determine the value 

according to the number of years that remain until the next Year of Jubilee, and its set value will be 

reduced. 19 If the man who dedicates the field wishes to redeem it, he must add a fifth to its value, and the 

field will again become his. 20 If, however, he does not redeem the field, or if he has sold it to someone 

else, it can never be redeemed. 21 When the field is released in the Jubilee, it will become holy, like a field 

devoted to the LORD; it will become the property of the priests. 22 "'If a man dedicates to the LORD a field 

he has bought, which is not part of his family land, 23 the priest will determine its value up to the Year of 

Jubilee, and the man must pay its value on that day as something holy to the LORD. 24 In the Year of 

Jubilee the field will revert to the person from whom he bought it, the one whose land it was. 25 Every 

value is to be set according to the sanctuary shekel, twenty gerahs to the shekel. 26 "'No one, however, may 

dedicate the firstborn of an animal, since the firstborn already belongs to the LORD; whether an ox or a 

sheep, it is the LORD's. 27 If it is one of the unclean animals, he may buy it back at its set value, adding a 

fifth of the value to it. If he does not redeem it, it is to be sold at its set value. 28 "'But nothing that a man 

owns and devotes to the LORD-- whether man or animal or family land-- may be sold or redeemed; 

everything so devoted is most holy to the LORD. 29 "'No person devoted to destruction may be ransomed; 

he must be put to death. 30 "'A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain from the soil or fruit from 

the trees, belongs to the LORD; it is holy to the LORD. 31 If a man redeems any of his tithe, he must add a 

fifth of the value to it. 32 The entire tithe of the herd and flock-- every tenth animal that passes under the 

shepherd's rod-- will be holy to the LORD. 33 He must not pick out the good from the bad or make any 



2 

substitution. If he does make a substitution, both the animal and its substitute become holy and cannot be 

redeemed.'" 34 These are the commands the LORD gave Moses on Mount Sinai for the Israelites. 

 

Introduction 
 Here we are!  The end of Leviticus.  See, that wasn’t so bad, was it? 

 Today as we wrap up this book we’re looking at ch. 27 and the subject matter is 

vows.  It seems a little strange that this would be the last chapter of the book.  It would 

make sense to go out on what we saw last week – the blessings and curses based upon 

whether Israel did or didn’t keep the terms of the covenant spelled out in the book.  But 

there is an extra section tacked on here about the importance of keeping vows. 

It kind of makes sense when you think about it, though.  There is an association of 

ideas here.  Last week was all about covenants.  A covenant is a relationship entered into 

with a vow.  When the old Mosaic covenant was ratified Israel vowed – “We will do 

everything the Lord has said; we will obey.  Moses then took the blood, sprinkled it on 

the people and said, ‘This is the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you 

in accordance with all these words” (Ex. 24:7-8).  Israel made a covenant with God to do 

certain things, a covenant sealed in blood and confirmed with a solemn vow. 

Vows are important.  You need to be able to trust somebody’s word, don’t you?  

How awful would it be to live in a world where nobody told the truth, where there was 

nothing you could count on, nobody you could trust… where there was no such thing as 

truth even?  I detest movies that mess with my mind, that leave me feeling like I don’t 

know which end is up.  It’s not fun for me.  You know the kind where you don’t know 

what’s real anymore.  It’s a picture to me of hell.  The evacuation of truth.  The end result 

of extreme postmodernism where everything is relative, spun, nothing is certain or sure. 

We cannot live this way, where there is no truth… nobody telling the truth.  

Reality is contains certain facts: water is wet, pigs cannot fly.  And our society is based 

upon certain levels of trust.  You trust that your parents will take care of you; you trust 

that your bank will keep your money safe for you; you trust that eye-witness testimony 

on the stand under oath is reliable and we can get to what really happened; you trust that 

your spouse is not secretly a Russian spy with another family in St. Petersburg.  You have 

to at some level or you will go insane.  That’s all based on twin underlying principles of 

truth and truthfulness. 

I don’t want to get all philosophical, but I would just say that if there is no God, 

there is no truth and nothing trustworthy and the world falls apart.  The only reason it 

hasn’t is because there is a God who made and sustains the universe.  But this world 

teeters at times, doesn’t it?  It is filled with lies, distortions, disappointment.  Why?  Sin.  

There’s been a disruption.  Human beings have become corrupt.  God’s common grace 

still holds things together, but there are a lot of broken promises out there and broken 

hearts to go along with.  Parents don’t always take care of their kids; some of you have 

been let down epically by your mom or dad.  Banks fail.  Justice miscarries.  Spouses 

betray…  Who can we trust?  What is sure in this world? 

In a book about holiness, it’s not surprising that God’s people would be called to 

exemplary honesty.  They should be utterly trustworthy and when they say they will do 

something it happens.  But even the church has been known to deceive.  People here will 

let you down.  It shouldn’t be this way.  We’ll talk about how it should be today.  But at 

the end of the day what we need to know in short is just this: the Lord is a God of his 

word. 
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Let’s pray… 
 

The Text 

 Let’s walk through this passage and make sure we understand what’s going on 

here.  It begins with a familiar phrase in Leviticus – “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Speak to 

the Israelites and say to them…’” (vv. 1-2).  The Bible is about a God who speaks, who 

says things, communicates, relates, asserts, commands, promises.  This is huge and as 

we’ll see, the backdrop to everything.  Our God has spoken.  He has given us his Word. 

 The commands the Lord gives Moses to give to the people today have to do with 

vows – “If anyone makes a special vow…” (v. 2).  The dictionary says that a vow is “a 

solemn promise or assertion [specifically] one by which a person is bound to an act, 

service, or condition.”
1
 

 The first kind of vow has to do with persons.  You could make a vow dedicating 

yourself or one of your children to the Lord.  For an example of dedicating your children 

to the Lord think of Hannah pleading with the Lord for a son in 1 Samuel 1.  “Hannah 

wept much and prayed to the LORD.  And she made a vow, saying, ‘O LORD Almighty, 

if you will only look upon your servant’s misery and remember me, and not forget your 

servant but give her a son, then I will give him to the LORD for all the days of his life, 

and no razor will ever be used on his head’” (1Sam. 1:10-11).  And sure enough the Lord 

gave her a son, Samuel, and sure enough when he was weaned Hannah brought him to 

the Tabernacle and left him there to serve as an assistant to the priests for the rest of his 

life. 

 Ordinarily, however, when the vow covered a person, that person vowed his or 

her own life.  And ordinarily when it came due he or she would give an amount of money 

to the LORD as an equivalent for his or her life of service.  The monetary values are set 

out here in vv. 3-7.  Different amounts are listed for male and female in different life 

stages (prime working age, kids, babies, retirees).  Now this can at first glance put some 

people off (a woman isn’t worth as much as a man?).  Don’t let it.  As one commentator 

notes, “the price was set on the basis of a person’s strength, not on the basis of a person’s 

intrinsic value as a human being.”
2
  The Bible is not saying that men are worth more in 

terms of significance than women any more than it’s saying that a 30 year old has more 

inherent worth than an elderly person, or that a child is only a certain percentage human.  

They can just usually lift more.  That’s all. 

 Once again we see in v. 8 a provision made in the law for the poor, an interesting 

aspect of the law throughout. 

 Keep in mind the main point here, though.  If you make a vow, you have to keep 

it.  You can’t back out.  Even if you don’t personally set yourself aside for service or 

physically give up your kid, if you made a vow you have to pay the money your service 

would have been worth.  As one person has noted, “There is the human tendency to make 

bold, generous promises during moments of distress or euphoria, only to change the mind 

quickly when the moment of enthusiasm passes.”
3
  That’s what is probably behind most 

of these vows.  “Lord, if you bring me through this battle safely and I get to see my home 

again, I will give you my life!”  Have you ever done this?  I remember making a vow to 

the Lord when I was deathly ill that if he would heal me I would thank him every day for 

it the rest of my life.  The Lord is saying you can’t just say that and not follow through. 
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 The next kind of vow pertains to animals.  Verse 9 – “If what he vowed is an 

animal…”  This worked roughly the same way, except now you promise an animal 

instead of a person.  If it was an animal that could be sacrificed it would be.  If it was 

unclean or unacceptable somehow, then the priest put a monetary value on it and you 

paid the money instead.  The main thing to notice here is that you couldn’t get out of a 

vow once you made it.  “Ooops, really like that goat, I’ll just swap it out for this one.”  

Nope.  If you tried that, you had to surrender both animals.  “I really can’t afford to get 

rid of this ox right now; I need it for plowing.”  You could redeem it, but then you had to 

add a fifth (20%) to its value and pay that amount in money. 

Average wages back then was about 1 shekel per month.  So figure out some of 

these amounts and it was not cheap.  “It may well be part of the purpose of this chapter,” 

writes one person, “to discourage rash swearing by fixing a relatively high price for the 

discharge of the vows, and penalizing those who change their minds.”
4
  If you say you’re 

going to do something you can’t get out of it without it costing you a hefty amount.  How 

many times do we make rash vows?  We don’t even think about what we’re saying.  “I’ll 

meet you there at 7:00….  Well, something came up; I can’t be there until 7:30.” 

People start things so often but don’t finish.  There are soooo many good 

intentions out there and great ideas, half-finished; sticking with plans is lacking.  “I’m 

going to do 20 situps and 20 pushups every M, W, and F.”  “I’m going to read my Bible 

on the bus on the way to work and pray for people on the way home.”  Three weeks later: 

“How’s that Bible on the bus in the morning, praying in the evening thing going?”  “Oh, 

that?  Now I’ve found this great app I’m using on my lunch break.”  “I’m going to do 

Family Worship every night after dinner.”  Etc…  We are not people of consistency.  We 

talk, talk, talk, but don’t stick with things for the long haul.  We would do well to think 

before we speak and then once we set a course (which you have to eventually do; you 

can’t never make decisions; that’s another problem) we stick to it with discipline. 

The next kind of vow mentioned in ch. 27 has to do with property.  Verses 14 and 

15 talk about houses.  The same penalty for redemption applies – 20%.  There was no 

way out.  Verses 16-25 deal with land.  This got a little tricky partly because remember 

the Jubilee legislation – every 50 years all the land reverted back to its original 

allotments.  So the value had to be pro-rated based on the number of years since the last 

Jubilee.  And it appears that there was a way to lose the land forever if you didn’t redeem 

it.  But it’s still basically the same idea.  Vows meant business.  By the way, did you 

know you can deed land to the church as a tax deductible gift if you wanted to, just 

saying… ☺ 

The final section of this chapter starting in v. 26 deals with items that you 

couldn’t vow to the Lord because you were already under obligation to give them to him 

anyway.  “No one…  may dedicate the firstborn of an animal, since the firstborn already 

belongs to the LORD” (v. 26; cf. Ex. 13:12).  In v. 28 it seems like there was another 

level of devoting something to the Lord, a vow so serious that it could not even be 

redeemed no matter the penalty.  Verse 29 is about devoted things, like the spoils of the 

conquest in Joshua (cf. Josh. 7) that were set aside strictly for the Lord.  Verses 30-33 

refer to the tithe.  You already owe God 10% of your produce, so that’s a given. 

 

Principle 
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“These are the commands the LORD gave Moses on Mount Sinai for the 

Israelites” (v. 34).  They’re specific to life in the land in that time period, but the broader 

principle is clear, isn’t it?  The Lord’s people must be men and women of their word.  

Vows were to be taken seriously. 

 Deuteronomy 23:21-23 elaborates – “If you make a vow to the LORD your God, 

do not be slow to pay it, for the LORD your God will certainly demand it of you and you 

will be guilty of sin.  But if you refrain from making a vow, you will not be guilty.  

Whatever your lips utter you must be sure to do, because you made your vow freely to 

the LORD your God with your own mouth.” 

 Ecclesiastes 5:4 says, “When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it.  

He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow.” 

Proverbs 20:25 – “It is a trap for a man to dedicate something rashly and only 

later to consider his vows.” 

You see: your word should be unbreakable.   

Psalm 50:14 – “Sacrifice thank offerings to God, fulfill your vows to the Most 

High.” 

Psalm 61:8 – “Then will I ever sing praise to your name and fulfill my vows day 

after day.” 

Psalm 65:1 – “Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion, and to you shall vows be 

performed” (ESV). 

Psalm 66:13-14 – “I will come to your temple with burnt offerings and fulfill my 

vows to you – vows my lips promised and my mouth spoke when I was in trouble.” 

Psalm 116:14 – “I will fulfill my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his 

people” (cf. v. 18). 

This is a big deal.  And here’s one more from the Psalms that has always stuck 

with me.  Psalm 15:4, describing what a righteous person looks like – someone “who 

keeps his oath even when it hurts.”  This is a high virtue in God’s eyes – keeping your 

vows, being a man or woman of your word. 

 

Application 

 So when do we make vows.  Here are some examples to get you thinking.  We see 

something described in Numbers 6:1-12 called a Nazirite vow – a special religious vow, 

usually temporary, that involved no haircuts, no alcohol, and no touching dead bodies.  I 

see something similar to this at some Christian colleges.  Some of you have been or are 

under a special vow for four years to abstain from certain behaviors in order to focus on 

living in a unique learning community.  Those vows should be taken seriously.  

Unfortunately, we always try to find loopholes and excuses – “It’s O’Doul’s”  “What 

happens in Puerta Vallarta doesn’t count.” 

We’ve already mentioned Hannah dedicating Samuel.  We do something 

somewhat like that when we bring new parents before the church to dedicate themselves 

and their children to the Lord.  Parents, if you’ve done this you’ve made public vows.  

Did you pay close attention to what you said?  When is the last time you’ve revisited 

those vows?  How are you doing at teaching your “children the great doctrines and 

disciplines of the faith through regular family devotions, instruction in the home, praying 

together as a family, and involvement in the local church?”  And other members make a 
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vow to help, pray for, assist, hold accountable, and take a genuine interest in the kids of 

our community.  Do you do that? 

 I went back this week and re-read my vows of ordination.  Yikes.  When anyone 

joins the church you make vows of membership – Our Church Covenant.  There’s a lot of 

stuff in there.  If you’re a member, how seriously do you take that? 

 The most obvious vow in our culture today is the wedding vow.  I just led Abby 

& Tim in saying theirs yesterday.  These are quite serious and binding vows.  Tim said, 

“I, Tim, take you, Abby, to be my wedded wife, and I do promise and covenant before 

God and these witnesses to be your loving and faithful husband, in plenty and in want, in 

joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, as long as we both shall live.”  There’s really 

no wiggle room there – “Well, I was young.”  “If I knew what I know now.”  “We’re just 

not compatible; I’m not in love with her anymore.”  “She wounded me deeply.”  For 

better… or for worse.  That’s pretty clear.  That is a vow.  And a vow’s a vow. 

 But this principle has application not just to formal vows like in a court to tell the 

truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  For Christians especially, the NT tells us 

that we shouldn’t even have to go through all this to prove the reliability of our word.  

Simply “let your ‘Yes’ be yes, and your ‘No,’ no, or you will be condemned” (James 

5:12; cf. Mt. 5:33-37).  That means when you say you will do something, people can take 

it to the bank, whether it’s being a faithful husband or showing up for a meeting on time.  

If you say you’ll be there, you’ll be there.  If you say you’re good for it, you’re good for 

it (even if the market crashes and you’re underwater).  When you tell someone you’ll 

pray for them, do you pray for them? 

 

Conclusion 
 Christians should be the paragons of integrity, honesty, dependability, fidelity, 

commitment.  But the reality is that this is an impossible standard.  We are still fickle 

people.  If you look at anyone’s life there is a trail of broken promises.  We’ve all failed 

to keep our vows in various ways.  There is no spouse who has been perfectly faithful in 

body, mind, and soul – wandering eyes and wandering thoughts.  There is no parent or 

church member who has fulfilled all his or her promises.  We’ve let somebody down, 

backed out of some engagement, chickened out and changed our minds.  We’ve lost 

credibility, broken trust. 

In addition, we’ve made declarations that we don’t have the power and 

knowledge to see through.  We’re not omniscient – we can’t foresee future possibilities 

that could change things.  We’re not omnipotent – we can’t move land and sea to make 

something happen. 

This is where it is necessary to realize that God’s laws reflect God’s own 

character.  God’s stringent concern for vow-keeping reveals the fact that God himself is 

100% true to his word, he keeps all his promises.  He is a covenant keeping God.  The 

Lord is a God of his word.  Now this is not immediately good news for us covenant 

breaking people.  God is required to inflict penalties on us for our perjury.  We are only 

due the flawless execution of justice.  And God cannot renege on his word that those who 

do such things deserve death. 

Our only hope comes from the fact that God has made another covenant, a 

covenant of grace, revealed to Abraham, realized in Christ (we looked at this last week).  

God made lavish, unconditional promises to save his people, despite their infidelity.  The 
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OT is chock full of these promises.  And we read in the NT in 2 Corinthians 1:20 that “no 

matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ.”  He orchestrated 

human history to keep his promises, specifically his promises to provide salvation and 

they have been fulfilled in Christ’s death and resurrection.  If God had a Moody’s or 

Standard & Poor’s or Fitch credit rating it would be the highest possible and could never 

be downgraded. 

In Christ, God kept his commitment to punish covenant breaking and his 

commitment to provide salvation at the same time.  He made a way.  He didn’t get 

detoured or distracted or change his mind.  God cannot change his mind (1Sam. 15:29)!  

His decrees are set.  And this means rock solid salvation for us.  If he has promised that if 

anyone puts his faith in Jesus, his sins will no longer be counted against him and he will 

forevermore be counted as righteous… if God has promised that, you can put your faith 

in Jesus and know that you are set.  You can take him at his word.  “God is not a man, 

that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.  Does he speak and 

then not act?  Does he promise and not fulfill?” (Nu. 23:19).  No.  The Lord is a God of 

his word.  And his Word is ultimately about salvation. 

And because he has proven himself faithful in coming through with Christ, now 

“we who have fled [to him] for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast to 

the hope set before us” (Heb. 6:18; ESV).  We can depend totally upon him to keep his 

remaining promises – never to leave us or forsake us, to work all things together for our 

good, to raise us up on the last day and give us eternal life, to fulfill beyond our wildest 

dreams our deepest desires in the new heavens and new earth.  God is not just willing but 

he is also completely able to keep his promises.  He is omniscient – knowing all future 

events exhaustively.  And he is omnipotent – God can do all his holy will. 

If you’re not a Christian yet, can I just respectfully ask you two simple questions?  

Who do you have in this world that you can really trust?  And then, what is it that they 

are promising you?  Is it really that impressive? 

Psalm 118:8 says, “It is better to take refuge in the LORD than to trust in man.”  

God alone is utterly trustworthy, and he has promised what no one else could possibly 

deliver – amazing things! 

 

Lord’s Table 
 Here’s a promise to dwell on as we approach the Lord’s Table: “If we claim to be 

without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, he is 

faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1Jn. 

1:8-9). 

 

Benediction 
“May the Lord direct your hearts to the love of God and to the steadfastness of Christ” 

(2Thess. 3:5). 
 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 11, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel 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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