
City on a Hill May 4, 2025 Session 60: Exodus 21:12-17

SESSION OBJECTIVE: EXODUS 21:12-17 
To understand more about capital punishment.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Read the Text: 
Whoever strikes a man so that he dies shall be put to death. 13 But if he did not lie in wait for him, but God let him fall into his hand, then I 
will appoint for you a place to which he may flee. 14 But if a man willfully attacks another to kill him by cunning, you shall take him from my 
altar, that he may die. 15 “Whoever strikes his father or his mother shall be put to death. 16 “Whoever steals a man and sells him, and 
anyone found in possession of him, shall be put to death. 17 “Whoever curses his father or his mother shall be put to death.  
(Exodus 21:12-17, ESV) 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Study the Text: 

The Value of Life, Pt. 1 
The “rules” for Israel established beginning in verse 1 continue to unfold, this time moving into circumstances 
that would result in the death penalty. Recall in our study through the Ten Commandments that the sixth 
commandment is a prohibition against murder, not necessarily any killing. We defined murder as: “The taking 
of a life, a life that belongs to the LORD, in an unauthorized manner.”  Murder is strictly prohibited because all 1

life belongs to the Lord, and therefore, the Lord has the right to decree who lives and who dies. This section of 
Chapter 21 introduces instances in which the Lord authorizes the killing of an individual. Like last week, these 
rules might seem overly stringent and certainly foreign to us, so we must remember that we are dealing with a 
different culture and time. However, it is also important to note that the severity of punishment for these rules 
signifies how vital these things are to God. While we are not bound by these rules in the church today, the 
underlying principles still apply. We should take heed of this as participants in the new covenant.


A CLARIFICATION FOR MURDER 
Murder is already prohibited in the sixth commandment. However, this rule teases out the difference between 
someone who “strikes a man so that he dies” in a premeditated manner, and someone who kills another 
person in a moment of strife that was not pre-planned. If it was not premeditated, the assailant can be given 
sanctuary in “a place to which he may flee” (Ex. 21:13). We are not told where this place is, but that God will 
designate it. However, we might infer from verse 14 that this place of sanctuary is to be found in the altar of 
Yahweh. Verse 14 clarifies that if this offense was premeditated, “you shall take him from my altar, that he may 
die.”


The underlying idea here is that the altar of God was a place of sanctuary for people who killed another 
person in an unplanned altercation. This isn’t necessarily an example of involuntary manslaughter, but rather a 
crime of passion in the moment. The text indicates that in this event, “God let him [the victim] fall into his 
hands” (Ex. 21:13). In other words, God has in some passive manner authorized this death, rendering it not 

 See Session 53, page 2.1
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murder, thus relinquishing the assailant from capital punishment so long as he finds sanctuary in the altar of 
God. However, if it can be demonstrated that it was premeditated, not even the altar of God is a place of 
refuge for him, and he might be removed from that place and put to death. This passage has a striking 
application to law today, as well. Should churches be places of sanctuary for criminals? It depends on the 
crime. What is clear, however, is that if the criminal has committed premeditated murder, sanctuary in holy 
places is removed from them.


STRIKING PARENTS 
The following rule outlines capital punishment on the grounds of striking one’s parent. This is a rule that 
reinforces the fifth commandment, to “honor your father and mother” (Ex. 20:12). The rule also doesn’t include 
the phrase “so that he dies,” indicating that merely attacking the parents is grounds for the death penalty. 
However, what kind of striking this entails should be noted. Old Testament scholar Douglas Stuart writes: 
“This description does not envisage minor physical abuse (slapping, a single punch thrown in anger, or the 
like). The hiphil of nkh rather connotes at least the kind of physical attack designed to disable someone and 
leave him motionless on the floor or ground (i.e., the verb means at least to “beat down”).”  In other words, 2

this kind of attack is gravely serious. 


As awful as this kind of attack on a parent is, it might seem baffling to the modern reader that God requires 
the death penalty for it. It might almost seem barbaric. This reaction, however, speaks more to the depravity of 
our context rather than the nature of the ancient world. Honoring father and mother is a high priority to God. 
Attacking the very people that God has decreed we are to honor is an attack on God’s law, and thus in some 
way, an attack on God Himself. This does not mean we should make excuses for unloving, unkind, or even 
dangerous and/or abusive parents. It does mean, however, that even abusive parents should not be violently 
attacked. You can honor parents who have mistreated you by simply obeying God as you live your life with 
boundaries in place. 


MAN-STEALING 
Last week, we talked through some of the rules concerning slavery, particularly for “Hebrew” slaves (although 
the same statutes apply to other non-Hebrew slaves as well). We discovered last week that there are two 
primary ways an individual ends up in slavery: either by being sold by the court of justice on account of theft 
(Ex. 22:1) or by selling himself due to unbearable poverty (Lev. 25:39). Critically, people cannot be sold as 
slaves unwillingly, and that is the basis for this rule in verse 16: “Whoever steals a man and sells him, and 
anyone found in possession of him, shall be put to death.” Both the one who “steals a man and sells him” and 
“anyone found in possession of him” are to be put to death. Human dignity matters to God. To take someone 
unwillingly and force them into servitude is grounds for the death penalty.


CURSING 
Verse 17 specifies: “Whoever curses his father or his mother shall be put to death.” What is meant by this 
rule? The idea here is a curse that willfully repudiates father and mother of a clean mind, usually by oath 
before God. If this were to happen, it would certainly also mean that they were unwilling to honor their father 
and mother, and would also be in violation of the fifth commandment. This is not necessarily speaking to a 
mean-spirited statement in a heated moment, but rather something well-thought-out and specific. Again, 
Douglas Stuart is helpful here: “Most likely this law envisions a situation in which someone would not merely 
in a moment of rage say to his parents something like “I wish you were dead!” but would publicly, perhaps by 

 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, vol. 2 of The New American Commentary, eds. E. Ray Clendenen and Kenneth A. Mathews 2

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2006), 487.
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an oath spoken in the name of Yahweh, assert that he wanted never again to have anything to do with his 
parents and would not respect or serve them any longer as their child, wishing only harm for them.”  T. 3

Desmond Alexander notes that the verse here “has the sense to ‘treat with disrespect, abuse, derogate, 
denigrate, repudiate’.”  Either way, again, the death penalty might seem like a harsh reaction, but this is only 4

because our current culture does not value honor, especially for parents, nearly to the degree that the biblical 
community did. This is a problem for us, not the Scripture.


What About Now? 
One takeaway is the importance of reframing how we view honoring our parents, both individually and 
societally. And further, we also need to reclaim the importance of human dignity. Many of these rules center 
more broadly on the importance of treating human beings with the dignity they deserve, especially those 
closest to you, and those on whom you’ve been dependent. Another takeaway is the clear difference between 
premeditated and in-the-moment killing. While both are awful, one is clearly different from the other, and we 
ought to remember that as we adjudicate public scrutiny to future offenders. 


Study Questions 
Day One 

1. Read Exodus 21:12. What is the rule stated in this verse?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Exodus 21:13. What provisions should be made for a person who kills another person in a non-
premeditated manner? To where are they to flee?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Two 
1. Read Exodus 21:14. If the killing is premeditated, is there any sanctuary for that person?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. What does this passage say about the altar of God as a sanctuary?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Three 
1. Read Exodus 21:15. What is the rule stated in this verse? What does “strike” entail? (Hint: See above 

notes)

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, vol. 2 of The New American Commentary, eds. E. Ray Clendenen and Kenneth A. Mathews 3

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2006), 489.

 T. Desmond Alexander, Exodus, Apollos Old Testament Commentary. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017), 482.4
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2. Read Exodus 21:16. What is the punishment for man-stealing and possessing that person?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Four 
1. Read Exodus 21:17. What is the rule stated in this verse? What does “cursing” entail? (Hint: See above 

notes)

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. How do these rules support or bolster the Ten Commandments?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Discuss the Text! 

Week 60 Discussion: The Authorized Taking of Life 
The sixth commandment reminds us that the unauthorized taking of life is forbidden. However, there are times 
when it is authorized. These kinds of provisions in Jewish law have led to the development of modern laws 
that also require life for life. Talk as a group about how you feel about the death penalty, when you believe it is 
warranted, and when it is not.


1. Icebreaker: Do you agree with the death penalty? Why or why not?

2. In your opinion, what are some potential problems with the death penalty today?

3. Why does God require the death penalty in the Old Testament? What is the underlying principle of this?

4. Read Genesis 9:5-6. What is the basis of the death penalty in this passage?

5. What does the severity of the death penalty in these various passages say about the value of human life 

and human dignity?

6. Kid Talk (For Home): Discuss how vital human life and human dignity are to God. The death penalty is as 

severe as it gets, and yet it is required in certain instances. This means that we should take seriously the 
value of life and how we treat others, regardless of how they treat us.


Takeaways: 
1. The LORD gives regulations to Israel that require the death penalty.

2. These regulations are to maintain the sanctity of the fifth and sixth commandments.
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