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This study guide provides an educational overview of Exodus Chapter 21 using a verse-by-
verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Exodus Chapter 21 marks a pivotal transition in the narrative of the Israelites’ journey
from slavery to nationhood. This chapter introduces a detailed set of laws that govern
social justice, personal responsibility, and community ethics within the covenant
framework. As the first extensive legal code in the Pentateuch, it sets the tone for the
broader legal corpus that follows. Readers should watch for how these laws reflect the
character of God’s justice and mercy, balancing order with compassion in a newly forming
society.

Context

Exodus 21 is situated immediately after the giving of the Ten Commandments on Mount
Sinai, where God establishes a covenant with Israel. The chapter is part of the covenant
code, a set of laws delivered by God through Moses to guide the Israelites in living as a
holy people. The setting is the wilderness encampment at Sinai, where God’s presence is
manifest and the people are being formed into a distinct community. The laws address
social relationships, including slavery, personal injury, and property rights, reflecting the
practical realities of ancient Near Eastern life within the covenantal framework.

Outline

The chapter can be divided into several key sections that reflect different legal concerns. It
begins with regulations concerning Hebrew slaves, outlining terms of service and release.
This is followed by laws addressing personal injury, including consequences for harm
caused by individuals or animals. The chapter then moves to issues of accidental death
and manslaughter, establishing cities of refuge and procedures for justice. Finally, it
concludes with laws related to property damage and social responsibility, emphasizing
restitution and protection for the vulnerable.
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Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1–3: These verses set the foundation for the treatment of Hebrew slaves,
emphasizing a six-year term of service and release in the seventh year. The provision for a
wife and children to remain with the master unless voluntarily released highlights the
complexity of family and social bonds within servitude.

Verses 4–6: These passages address the situation of a slave who is given a wife by his
master and has children. The law protects the family unit by ensuring they remain with the
master if the servant chooses to stay, reflecting the seriousness of such commitments.

Verses 7–11: Here, the focus shifts to the humane treatment of slaves, forbidding harsh
physical punishment that would lead to death or permanent injury. The laws underscore
the value of human dignity even within servitude.

Verses 12–36: This extensive section deals with personal injury and liability. It includes
laws on murder, manslaughter, assault, and injury caused by animals or property. The text
distinguishes between intentional and accidental harm, prescribing appropriate penalties
or restitution. The concept of cities of refuge is introduced for those guilty of unintentional
killing, ensuring protection and due process.

Key Themes

One central theme is the sanctity of human life and the need for justice balanced with
mercy. The laws protect individuals from harm while providing mechanisms for restitution
and reconciliation. Another theme is social responsibility, emphasizing the community’s
role in safeguarding the vulnerable, including slaves and those accidentally harmed. The
chapter also highlights covenantal faithfulness, as these laws are expressions of God’s
holy standards for His people’s conduct.

Cross-References

Leviticus 25 expands on the laws of servitude and the Year of Jubilee, providing a broader
context for the treatment of slaves and property. Numbers 35 elaborates on the cities of
refuge, clarifying procedures for manslaughter cases. Deuteronomy 15 reiterates the
release of Hebrew slaves, reinforcing the covenantal principle of freedom and rest. The
New Testament references, such as Ephesians 6:5–9 and Colossians 4:1, reflect on the
ethical treatment of servants and masters, showing the enduring relevance of these laws.
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Application

Modern disciples can learn from Exodus 21 the importance of justice that protects the
vulnerable and balances accountability with compassion. The chapter challenges believers
to advocate for fair treatment in social and workplace relationships, reflecting God’s
character. It also calls for integrity in handling conflict and restitution, encouraging
reconciliation over retribution. The principles behind these ancient laws invite
contemporary Christians to embody mercy within structures of authority and community
life.

Summary

Exodus 21 establishes foundational laws that govern social justice, personal injury, and
community responsibility within the covenant people of Israel. Through detailed
regulations on slavery, harm, and restitution, the chapter reveals a God who demands
justice tempered by mercy. These laws function as practical expressions of covenant
faithfulness, shaping a society that honors human dignity and divine holiness. As the first
major legal section in Exodus, it sets the stage for the ongoing formation of Israel’s
identity and ethical standards.
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