
Mishpatim (Exodus 21:1-24:18) 

 

In the book of Genesis, man is commanded by God to subdue the earth and rule over the 

animals. Nowhere in this mandate, though, does He charge man to dominate or have dominion over 

other men and women. Yet man, in his fallen state, has taken it upon himself to Lord it over those 

whom are weak and vulnerable. The root of this desire for dominion can be traced back to God’s 

punishment for man’s rebellion. God said to Adam, “Cursed be the ground because of you; in toil you 

shall eat of it all the days of your life. Both thorns and thistles it shall grow for you; and you shall eat 

the plants of the field; by the sweat of you face you shall eat bread…” (Genesis 3:17-18). Adam’s 

punishment was that he would no longer feed off the abundance of God’s blessing, but instead would 

now toil and sweat for his livelihood. Almost immediately we see the repercussions of this curse on the 

relationship between men. Envy and strife soon develop in Adam’s offspring as a result of them now 

having to provide for themselves instead of living off the blessing of God. When we live under the 

provision of God then what need is there compete with our brother?  

 

We live in a fallen world, one where man now continuously struggles and toils for his 

livelihood and sustenance. When God meted out this punishment to Adam, little did he or the rest 

of mankind know the widespread repercussions it would have on every sphere of his life: political, 

emotional, psychological, spiritual, and social. Consequently, not only has man toiled with the land, 

but he now strives with his brothers and sisters to socially and economically gain 

advantage. Competition, therefore, has become an unnecessary consequence of this toil and striving, 

and as the competition between us germinates and intensifies, we instinctively subject ourselves to 

others as well as subject others to ourselves. Tragically, history has both witnessed and 

recorded the horrific atrocities inflicted upon men, women, children, countries, and races, with each 

event proclaiming this ugly truth: when man subjects other men to himself in slavery and servitude, 

then we see the most extreme forms of abuse, torture, discrimination, and acts of inhumanity.  

 

For many societies and kingdoms, slavery has not only become accepted, but it has become the 

norm, a norm in which slaves and servants lose their humanity and become property whose only value 

is profit and pleasure. Sadly, slavery has become the plague of humanity. Even in our time, slavery is 

prospering as the wealthy turn a blind eye and collect their gains off the backs and exploitation of 

modern day slaves. In our struggle to overcome, many have disregarded the Word of God, accusing 

it—and Him—of being another advocate of slavery. Let it be known that slavery was never God’s 

intention or design, but instead it is the fruit of our own sin and rebellion. In the midst of this rebellion 

and sin, God moves to advocate and defend the lowly, the downcast, the downtrodden, the oppressed 

and the forgotten. In this week’s portion, God starts with the lowest of the low: the slave, as well as the 

woman sold into slavery. In most societies slaves, in general, were afforded little to no rights, but 

women were stripped of everything—dignity, humanity, and womanhood. Void of advocacy, they 

were not only invisible, but they were the recipients of every type of abuse and debasement. It is for 

this reason that God speaks out and acts on their behalf and on behalf of all slaves.   

 

Nowhere is God’s heart for the slave made evident than in His redemption of Israel. It is here, 

in this event, that God hears the outcry of the Hebrew slaves and brings forth justice to the oppressed. 

Following their deliverance, God continuously reminds them of their redemption (Leviticus 26:13), 

and it is a truth that Israel passes onto their children (Deuteronomy 6:21; Ezra 9:9). In recalling this, 

they ultimately know that their heart must become that of their Master, and that they must act in the 

same regard towards the slave as their Master (Colossians 4:1) Therefore, in delivering His ordinances, 

God intends His people, His chosen nation, to be set apart from all other nations, and this certainly was 



and is to be evident in their treatment of other human beings. Though servitude was and continues to 

be inevitable in our fallen state, the unfair treatment of fellow human beings—created in His image—is 

and will always be unjustifiable. The ordinances handed down through Moses to the people were a 

launching point, a beginning, and glimpse into God’s social economy, that though fellow humans may 

be indebted to us, they are certainly not property to be used and abused at our disposal. God made this 

clear by instructing His people to treat servants with dignity, which included not abusing them, not 

denying them of their rights, honoring and protecting their physical well-being, and allowing them to 

participate in the life of the community (Sabbath, feasts, etc.). In all of this, God was not only 

launching an offensive against the values of the surrounding nations, but He was pointing the way 

forward towards the ultimate redemption, where all those called and chosen are "baptized into one 

body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1 

Corinthians 12:13).   

 

When reading the Torah, we have to understand that the heart of God has never changed. Those 

who truly have ears to hear and eyes to see understand that the God who charged Israel to care for and 

protect the male and female slaves, is the same God that offered himself up to release all mankind from 

the slavery and injustice of sin. The God of liberty and justice is the same yesterday, today, and 

forever—Old Testament and New Testament. As we continue this week, meditating on God's 

instructions, let us ask Him to show us the depth of His heart in regards to our relationship with Him as 

well as our fellow brothers and sisters.  

 

 


