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The Civil Law 

Exodus 21:1-6 Pastor Tom Anderson 

The Boy Scout requirements for earning the Citizenship in the Nation merit badge necessitate a 13 

year old boy to sit down and read the Constitution of the United States of America. I thought I was going 

to die. At the time I thought I had discovered the single most unbelievable boring thing to read in the 

world. Any inclination that I might ever go to law school was extinguished on that day.  The problem 

with reading the constitution is there’s no plot!” No plot. No characters. No story. Just laws dangling out 

there on the page like dead bugs on the window sill. But there is fire and high voltage electricity in the 

U.S. constitution! Calvin Coolidge once observed, “To live under the American Constitution is the 

greatest political privilege that was ever accorded to the human race.” It’s only 4500 words long and yet 

through these words surges the electricity of freedom, justice and human rights. 

I believe there is fire in the civil laws given in Exodus 21-24. Last week I spoke to you of three great 

collections of law in the Old Testament: 1) the moral law—the Ten Commandments; 2) the civil laws—

these four chapters which are called “the book of the covenant” and 3) the ritual laws surrounding the 

tabernacle, the priesthood and the sacrifices. As Christian believers it is not our business to literally obey 

and apply the civil laws of ancient Israel. Christ fulfilled the law and gave to us the Holy Spirit as our 

guide. Even so there is divine fire in the book of the covenant. Even so we may be blessed by his 

gracious purpose in giving these laws. Even so we may learn a thing or two about how to apply justice to 

the world we live in. My goal is to teach you how to find the electricity present in these laws. 

First and foremost we must remember that Christ is the law giver. He gave these laws to Moses and 

because Christ gave them we know that they must be good. One of my favorite authors is Willa Cather 

who wrote of pioneer life out on the Nebraska plains. After I read one novel and liked it, I read a second. 

Then I realized everything with her name on it was going to be good. I read them all simply because I 

knew and trusted the author. So I read the laws of the Old Testament because I know the author. He 

doesn’t write junk! Though it is a jumbled collection of laws seemingly unrelated to each other and 

without any central theme, I know the author gave these commandments because they were good for 

people. And with a little digging we will find the treasures buried in the law. 

Let me give you a tool to help you find the blessings in these laws. First identify the assumptions and 

the principles behind these concrete laws. Let’s see how this works in our scripture for today: (Ex 21:1-6) 

Our first reaction is perhaps shock to see a law that seemingly supports slavery right there in the 

Bible. But let’s look behind the law to the issue of debt. What do people do today when they are in debt 

so far they can’t pay it? Usually what happens is that the court takes over your finances. The court takes 

over your paycheck and divides it up between you and your debtors. Your credit is shot and you won’t 
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be allowed to have a card or borrow money for a long time. That’s how we solve the problem of debt in 

a society that uses money, has courts and banks. But in the ancient world they generally did not use 

money. It was pretty rare. Transactions were primarily by trading and bartering. You give me a load of 

oats and I’ll give you a couple jugs of olive oil. So what would happen if you could not pay? There was no 

paycheck for a court to divide up. How to you solve this problem in a fair and just way? The solution was 

for the debtor to sell himself. He would work off his debt by working for someone else. Christ could see 

this solution carried a big risk of abuse. People could have opportunity for unlimited cruelty to debtors. 

People might be tempted to view debtors as property instead of human beings. So Christ devised the 

law to protect the human dignity of debtors and create a path back to freedom for them. With this 

understanding the law can’t be read as a straightforward endorsement of slavery. To the contrary it is an 

announcement that even debt-slaves have rights, debt does not erase human dignity established by God 

when he created us in his image. This law opens the way to a more radical critique of the entire 

institution that would eventually bear fruit in the New Testament when Galatians 3:28 proclaims, “There 

is neither slave nor free…for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

Indeed the early church fathers viewed slavery as rooted in human sinfulness. They exhorted 

Christian slave holders to free their slaves, protested slave trading in their sermons and writings and 

often spent church funds to buy slaves their freedom.  

The case law formula—“if ____, then ____” invites us to go beyond the concrete and outdated law 

before us. It invites us to apply the principle of human dignity to the social problems of our own day. 

Where in our daily life do we find the potential for injustice and cruelty? Would it be right for the banks 

to come and seize all of your belongings including your clothes and your toothbrush because you were 

in debt? Debt still makes people vulnerable to cruelty and exploitation in the modern world. So we take 

the very same principle operating in this law and express it in a different way through bankruptcy law. 

The law is completely different from the book of Exodus but the very same principle of human dignity is 

being applied. 

In this jumbled collection of laws then we find three major themes. One is a concern for justice and 

human dignity which we have just seen. A second is compassion for the poor and the oppressed. 

Consider 22:21-24: 

21 “You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress him, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt. 22 You 
shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. 23 If you do mistreat them, and they cry out to me, I will 
surely hear their cry, 24 and my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become 
widows and your children fatherless. 
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Here the law shifts to the first person. Christ speaks directly to the people complete with how the 

law will be enforced. Three groups of vulnerable people are named: immigrants, widows and orphans. 

This law is rooted in the nature of God. God is the protector of the weak and the defenseless. That is 

why he came to the aid of Israel in Egypt. Any country—including Israel—that fails to show compassion 

and instead mistreats the vulnerable will eventually find itself invaded and conquered by a foreign 

power. Christ will make sure of it.  

Some years ago, two Mexicans showed up for worship on a snowy Sunday. They spoke no English 

and their presence in an Upper Peninsula town in the dead of winter was pretty unusual. They had no 

winter clothing. It just so happened we were having a potluck after church that Sunday and we invited 

them. They ate ravenously like men dying of hunger. Turns out they’d been recruited unscrupulously by 

an employment firm and sold to wash dishes in a local restaurant for 3 dollars an hour 12 hours a day. I 

could hardly believe this was happening in such small town. But no church can just turn its head to this 

kind of cruelty. We bought them bus tickets to Houston—which was as far south as you can go on 

Greyhound. Then we met with the restaurant owner. He claimed to know nothing about it. But with his 

cover blown in a small town he knew he couldn’t continue getting away with recruiting illegal 

immigrants and exploiting them. Within the month he sold the restaurant. This man by the way was an 

immigrant himself and a professor at Michigan Tech University. Compassion is the fire in these laws! 

There is a third theme in these laws and that is of consecration of yourself and your resources to 

God. Consecration is the act of declaring something—namely in words and actions that you belong to 

God. You love him and are loyal to him. We see an example in Exodus 23:19, “The best of the first fruits 

of your ground you shall bring into the house of the LORD your God.” I suppose if you kept this law 

literally you’d be bringing your garden produce into church with you. And if you aren’t a gardener you 

wouldn’t worry about it. But that would be to miss the fire of this law. The principle here is that you give 

of your best to God. You don’t give God your left over time, your left over attention, your left-over 

money or your left over leadership. You give the first and the best. Excellence honors God and it inspires 

other people. In giving this law, Christ was addressing a terrible thing that happens to all of us every day. 

Some call it the law of entropy—everything in the universe is always winding down, losing energy day by 

day. The terrible thing is that this is going on in each of us every day until one day we wake up and find 

ourselves satisfied comfortable living in mediocrity. To live by the principle of first fruits is to intercept 

entropy in yourself every day and give your first and your best.  

Concern for justice. Compassion for the vulnerable. A consecrated life. This is the fire in the law 

waiting to be discovered. 


