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!
“UNDER GOD’S PROTECTION”!!

I. Introduction !
A. As we work our way through this section of Exodus that is known as the 

Book of Covenant, we see that God gave his people more than the Ten 
Commandments as the summary of his moral law.  !
1. He also provided them with a series of case laws that showed how 

the Ten Commandments applied to different aspects of life.  !
2. The Book of the Covenant addresses matters pertaining to the 

household, property, business, injuries, sexuality, religion, the state, 
and more.  !

3. We saw last week that this law code begins by talking about 
worship.  !

4. In today’s passage we see that the next topic to be addressed is 
slavery.  !

B. It is significant that the first aspect of human relationships that is dealt 
with in the Book of the Covenant is slavery.  !
1. No other ancient law code deals with slavery this early in the 

document.  !
2. In the Code of Hammurabi, slavery is the very last subject to be 

addressed, and it offers far less protection for slaves.  !
3. The fact that the Book of the Covenant regulates the treatment of 

slaves so early on tells us that God is especially concerned about 
the people in society who could most easily be mistreated or 
exploited.  !

4. God wanted the Israelites to remember that they were slaves in 
Egypt, and he wanted them to treat their slaves in a manner that 
was markedly different than the treatment they received under 
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Pharaoh.  !
II. Protection for the Vulnerable (1-2)  !

A. The first thing that I want us to consider about this passage is that it is 
talking about something that was significantly different than what we 
think of when we hear the word ‘slavery’ today.  !
1. This is important to understand, because we associate slavery with 

the African slave trade and the race-based slavery that existed in 
the American South up until the Civil War.  !

2. You often hear people criticizing the Bible for its failure to condemn 
slavery as an institution.  !

3. What such people fail to realize is that the Bible does explicitly 
condemn human trafficking, the practice upon which American 
slavery was based.  !

4. We see this in verse 16 of this very chapter, where it says, “Whoever 
steals a man and sells him, and anyone found in possession of him, 
shall be put to death.”  !

5. We see the same thing in 1 Timothy 1, where Paul includes 
“enslavers” in a long list of ungodly people, and in Revelation 18, 
where Babylon is described as having trafficked in “human souls.”!!

6. Neither the Old Testament nor the New Testament has anything 
good to say about the practice of taking people captive for the 
purpose of selling them as slaves.  !

B. There are several things that distinguish the slavery discussed in this 
passage from slavery as it existed in America.  !
1. For one thing, the slavery in this passage was not based on race.  !
2. As you can see in verse 2, it involved a Hebrew purchasing a fellow 

Hebrew as a slave.  !
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3. On top of that, the slavery discussed here was not lifelong but only 
for a period of six years.  !

4. Lastly, this arrangement had a number of safeguards that protected 
the rights of the slave.  !

5. These details also distinguish slavery in Israel from the slavery that 
the Israelites experienced while they were in Egypt.  !

6. The Egyptians’ enslavement of the Israelites was based on race, it 
was for life, and it offered no protections for the Israelites.  !

7. This leads Old Testament scholar Douglas Stuart to conclude that 
“God’s laws implicitly condemned the Egyptian treatment of the 
Israelites as illegal by prohibiting the very practices the Egyptians 
had used to suppress and weaken God’s people in Egypt.” [476]  !

C. We should note that the Hebrew term that is translated in this passage as 
“slave” can refer to anyone who works for somebody else, including 
servants and employees.  !
1. Even though the text uses the language of ‘buying’ a slave, we need 

to be careful not to read our own ideas into this.  !
2. This is not to be understood in the sense that slaves were bought 

and sold in the American system of slavery.  !
3. Instead, the arrangement that is being described in this passage 

was much more like what we would call a contract.  !
4. As Douglas Stuart explains, “When the law was properly followed, 

persons who were servants/slaves/workers/employees held their 
positions by reason of a formal contract that related primarily to the 
job that they had ‘signed up’ to perform, for a period of time, much 
as one enlists in the military today.” [475]  !

5. While slavery was certainly not the ideal in Israel, it did provide 
people who had fallen upon hard times with a way to improve 
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their position.  !
6. A person who had become insolvent could sell his labor in order to 

pay off his debts.  !
7. A person who had to pay restitution for some theft could become a 

slave to earn what he needed to pay.  !
D. Another thing that we should note is that those who purchased slaves in 

Israel were responsible for providing those slaves with food, shelter, 
income, and clothing.  !
1. The master took the slave into his household for the duration of the 

contract.  !
2. The slave was a part of the family business, which meant that he 

was a part of the family.  !
3. This was how business worked in the ancient world.  !
4. There were no companies or corporations.  !
5. Businesses were family owned and family operated.  !
6. If you could not afford to run your own business, you would need 

to work for somebody else’s family business.  !
7. God gave laws to ensure that such people were treated fairly.  !
8. Most importantly, in keeping with the sabbatical principle that was 

so central to Israel’s life as the covenant people, God stipulated that 
slave contracts could only call for up to six years of labor and that 
slaves were to be released from all obligations in the seventh year.  !

E. It is fitting that in God’s providence we are studying this text on the day 
that some have designated as “Sanctity of Human Life Sunday”, the 
Sunday that is closest to the date of the 1973 Supreme Court decision that 
legalized abortion in our country. !
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1. This passage in Exodus applies to the issue of abortion because it 
makes it clear that God cares for the most vulnerable members of 
society.  !

2. The Israelites knew firsthand how easy it is for the powerful to 
exploit and mistreat the weak.  !

3. Pharaoh made their lives miserable with forced labor.  !
4. He even commanded them to commit infanticide by throwing their 

male babies into the Nile River.  !
5. One of the first things that God wanted his people to know was 

that they were not going to be permitted to mistreat their servants 
and workers.  !

6. This shows us that God cares about all people, even the helpless, 
the weak, and those who are unable to defend themselves.  !

7. This should certainly motivate us to pray and work for the end of 
legalized abortion.  !

III. Protection for Families (3-6) !
A. As we turn now to verses 3 through 6, we see how the Lord ensured that 

neither the worker nor the master lost what was rightfully his when the 
contract came to an end.  !
1. If a slave had a family when he entered into the service of his 

master, the members of his family would be set free with him when 
his time of service ended.  !

2. But if a slave took a wife from among his master’s slaves, this did 
not cancel the terms of the master’s contract with that woman.  !

3. She would still be obligated to serve for the amount of time that 
was specified by her original agreement.  !
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4. By giving these laws, God provided for the protection of slave 
families while also making sure that the master’s family was not 
unfairly burdened by losing service that had already been paid for.  !

B. The way marriage is discussed in this passage probably seems odd to 
most of us because ancient societies handled marriage in a very different 
manner than how it is handled in our society.  !
1. For the most part, all marriages in ancient society were in one way 

or another arranged.  !
2. A bride was sold to a groom for a bride-price.  !
3. This was not done because women were viewed as property, but as 

a way of affirming the economic benefits that women brought to a 
household. !

4. A woman was able to do work herself and she was able to provide 
the household with more workers by bearing children.  !

5. The payment of the bride-price was a way of compensating the 
woman’s family for what they were losing when she left.  !

C. The description in verse 4 about a slave having to leave his wife and 
children might seem hard and unkind to us, but once again we have to 
make sure that we are understanding this in its context.  !
1. A master who had a female slave under contract was the one who 

was entitled to be paid the bride-price for her.  !
2. If a male slave wanted to marry a female slave, he needed to give 

careful thought to the position that he was putting himself and that 
woman in.  !

3. He would have to pay the bride-price if he wanted to take the 
woman with him when his time of service was up.  !

4. If he could not pay it, he would at least have the option of 
voluntarily becoming his master’s servant for life by going through 
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the ceremony that is described in verses 5 and 6.  !
D. This arrangement may not sound like a very good deal for the servant, but 

it actually would have provided him with a high degree of stability and 
financial security.  !
1. There was a lot about it that was attractive.  !
2. Still, this bondservant relationship was not to be entered into 

lightly.  !
3. It required a formal, public ceremony in which oaths were taken in 

God’s name.  !
4. In this way, God’s law even protected workers from making rash 

decisions.  !
E. One thing that we need to keep in mind as we think about this passage is 

that in many of these laws God was making concessions due to the 
fallenness of human nature.  !
1. Slavery is not ideal, regardless of what kind of slavery it is.  !
2. Slavery stands in conflict with the notion that every human being 

has innate dignity as a divine image-bearer.  !
3. The New Testament’s emphasis upon the fundamental equality of 

Christian masters and Christian slaves was a significant factor in 
the eventual abolition of slavery.  !

4. Nevertheless, when we look across the Bible, we do not see God 
focusing upon the elimination of all of the social evils that exist at 
particular points in time.  !

5. This does not mean that slavery is a good practice, but God did not 
choose to confront it directly in the pages of Scripture.  !

6. One thing that we have to remember as we think about this is that 
sin is a cancer that has metastasized throughout all aspects of 
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human existence.  !
7. Because of this, even when a particular social evil is corrected, other 

evils step in and replace it.  !
8. The fact that God did not set everything right in the holy society 

that he was creating in Israel should be very sobering to us.  !
9. It tells us something about the extent of the ruin that our sin has 

brought into this world.  !
10. It reminds us that we are never going to be able to build the 

kingdom of God on this earth.  !
11. This is why we should be so grateful that in Christ we are 

“receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken.” (Heb. 12:28)  !
IV. Protection for Women (7-11) !

A. We turn now to look at the instructions that are given in verses 7 through 
11 about female slaves.  !
1. The context indicates that this is dealing with a situation in which a 

single woman was sold into service with the expectation that she 
would also become a wife either to the man who purchased her or 
to one of his sons.  !

2. In this kind of arrangement, the woman’s father would have been 
paid both a bride-price and a labor contract price.  !

3. I think that I know what you are thinking. !
4. When we hear about a man selling his daughter as a slave, our first 

reaction is to see of this as a heartless and mercenary act.  !
5. But this was not necessarily the case.  !
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6. On the contrary, in some situations it might have been the best way 
for a poor man to try to provide a better future for his daughter.  !

7. We should also note that although marriages were arranged in the 
ancient world, this did not necessarily mean that a young woman 
had no say in the matter.  !

8. Even in the book of Genesis we read of how Rebekah’s family 
asked her to give her consent before they sent her off with 
Abraham’s servant so that she could marry Isaac.  !

9. This gives us good reason to assume that a father would have taken 
his daughter’s desires into account before moving forward with the 
kind of arrangement that is described in our text. !

B. As far as why a man would want to have a slave for a wife, there were a 
variety of factors that might have made such an arrangement attractive.  !
1. If the was already married, or if his first wife had died, he might 

have wanted to make sure that his inheritance went only to the 
children of his first wife.  !

2. Marrying a slave wife would ensure this because children born to a 
such a wife did not have inheritance rights.  !

3. If the man was a Levite, he wouldn’t have had any land to give for 
an inheritance.  !

4. If he had sold off his land to a next-of-kin in order to pay off debts, 
the land would no longer be his when he died.  !

5. As Douglas Stuart sums it up, “Whatever the scenario, it probably 
involved a man’s desiring to marry a woman whose status as his 
wife would not also threaten the status of his estate.” [483]  !

C. Even though such a wife had the status of a slave as far as inheritance was 
concerned, she was entitled to full marital rights.  !
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1. She was a real wife to her husband, and he had to meet his 
obligations to her.  !

2. He had to provide her with food and clothing, and he had to 
cultivate marital intimacy with her by engaging in regular sexual 
relations with her.  !

3. If the husband failed to meet any of these obligations, that failure 
was grounds for setting the woman free from both the marriage 
and the service contract.  !

D. It may strike us as odd that God would set up laws that regulated 
polygamy instead of simply outlawing it in the theocracy that he was 
setting up. !
1. After all, the Bible’s theology of marriage makes it clear that 

polygamy is contrary to God’s creational design.  !
2. On top of that, the instances of polygamy that are related in 

Scripture always have negative repercussions.  !
3. Nevertheless, God tolerated it for a time.  !
4. Cornelius Van Til explains why God did this by drawing an 

analogy with the case of a convalescent child.  !
5. A convalescent child is in need of a wide array of strong medicines, 

but if they are all administered at once the child will die.  !
6. As we look at God’s dealings with his people across the history of 

redemption, we see him as “the all-wise physician who was healing 
his patient slowly, and giving him just the medicine that he could 
bear, and no more.”  !

E. When it comes to women’s rights, our society sees itself as vastly superior 
to an ancient society like Israel.  !
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1. Of course, we can all agree that it is good for women to be afforded 
the same rights and treated with the same dignity as men.  !

2. However, we are deceiving ourselves if we think that our culture’s 
radical egalitarianism has not had negative effects upon women.  !

3. Can we honestly say that women in our society have a greater 
chance at happiness and a greater degree of security than women in 
ancient Israel?  !

4. I don’t think we can say that.  !
5. For one thing, there are many young women in our culture who 

would like nothing more than to be married, but there are various 
cultural factors that can make it difficult for that to happen.  !

6. For another thing, the widespread acceptance of sex outside of 
marriage allows men to use women for their pleasure without 
making any commitment to them.  !

7. For another thing, no-fault divorce laws make it easy for a man to 
cast his wife aside for any reason at all.  !

8. Israelite society was far from perfect, but we’d better take a closer 
look at our own society before we cast any stones at that of Israel.  !

V. Conclusion !
A. In this passage, we see God extending protection to individuals and 

institutions that can easily be threatened in society.  !
1. God protected those whose position in society made them 

vulnerable to mistreatment and exploitation.  !
2. God protected the families of slaves and the families of masters.  !
3. And God protected women.  !
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B. This teaches us something about the great blessing of being under God’s 
kingly rule. !
1. The God of the Bible is a God who protects his people.  !
2. And that protection extends to all of his people, from the least to 

the greatest. !
3. This is why the writer of Psalm 2 makes this pronouncement about 

those who belong to Messiah’s kingdom:  “Blessed are all who take 
refuge in him.” (v. 12b)  
 
 


