City on a Hill June 15, 2025 Session 65: Exodus 23:1-19
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THE GOD WHO REDEEMS

SESSION OBJECTIVE: EXODUS 23:1-19
To understand more about laws concerning justice and festivals.

Read the Text:

“You shall not spread a false report. You shall not join hands with a wicked man to be a malicious witness. 2 You shall not fall in with the
many to do evil, nor shall you bear witness in a lawsuit, siding with the many, so as to pervert justice, 3 nor shall you be partial to a poor
man in his lawsuit. 4 If you meet your enemy’s ox or his donkey going astray, you shall bring it back to him. 5 If you see the donkey of one
who hates you lying down under its burden, you shall refrain from leaving him with it; you shall rescue it with him. 6 You shall not pervert the
justice due to your poor in his lawsuit. 7 Keep far from a false charge, and do not kill the innocent and righteous, for | will not acquit the
wicked. 8 And you shall take no bribe, for a bribe blinds the clear-sighted and subverts the cause of those who are in the right. 9 You shall
not oppress a sojourner. You know the heart of a sojourner, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt. 10 For six years you shall sow your
land and gather in its yield, 11 but the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, that the poor of your people may eat; and what they
leave the beasts of the field may eat. You shall do likewise with your vineyard, and with your olive orchard. 12 Six days you shall do your
work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; that your ox and your donkey may have rest, and the son of your servant woman, and the alien,
may be refreshed. 13 Pay attention to all that | have said to you, and make no mention of the names of other gods, nor let it be heard on
your lips. 14 Three times in the year you shall keep a feast to me. 15 You shall keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread. As | commanded you,
you shall eat unleavened bread for seven days at the appointed time in the month of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt. None shall
appear before me empty-handed. 16 You shall keep the Feast of Harvest, of the firstfruits of your labor, of what you sow in the field. You
shall keep the Feast of Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in from the field the fruit of your labor. 17 Three times in the year
shall all your males appear before the Lord GOD. 18 You shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with anything leavened, or let the fat of my
feast remain until the morning. 19 The best of the firstfruits of your ground you shall bring into the house of the LORD your God. You shall
not boil a young goat in its mother’s milk. (Ex. 23:1-19, ESV)

Study the Text:

More Seemingly Strange Laws That Actually Matter

Over the last several weeks, we have seen a number of laws or statutes given to Israel that pertain to the
value of pre-born life, the value of personal property, and the value of human persons. As we round out this
portion of Exodus, we are met with more laws, some of which have to do with justice, and some of which
have other do with the upkeep of Jewish festivals. Again, these laws may seem strange and unimportant, but
they are important. They not only reflect the value that God has for His covenant people, but they are
grounded in principles that are still true today, though they may play out different in the New Covenant.

The Value of Justice

Verses 1 through 14 all have to do with some element of justice. Below is a breakdown of each law.

LAWS AGAINST FALSE REPORTS (VS.1-3)
The first set of statutes concerns the evil practice of spreading false reports, which expanded on the ninth

commandment: “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor” (Ex. 20:16). Any kind of behavior that
is not rooted in honesty, especially that negatively affects another individual with legal ramifications, should
not be tolerated in the community of faith. The context of verses 1 through 3 are certainly legal, although this
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applies to non-legal issue as well. Spreading false reports could be akin to the New Testament’s admonition
against slander (Ja. 4:11). The injunction against helping someone be a “malicious witness” imagines coming
alongside another who has plotted against a third person in a slanderous manner. In other words, you are
prohibited from spreading a false report as well as corroborating a report from someone else that you know to
be false. The phrase “the many” is probably better understood as “crowd.” This speaks against the
temptation to fall into “mob mentality” and do whatever the crowd is doing. To use a modern illustration, it
would be akin to marching in a protest for something you know is wrong or not fully correct in order to put
pressure on someone (usually in a position of political power) to act. Finally, notice the ambiguity of verse 3. It
could be read to mean a number of things. Douglas Stuart notes: “It has the effect of saying, ‘Do not show
favoritism to anyone in any testimony you ever give or judgment you ever make —neither out of fear of the
powerful or hope for personal gain nor out of sympathy for the suffering of the lowly.” ‘His lawsuit’ is
ambiguous; it could mean the lawsuit initiated by a poor person, but could also refer to virtually any
involvement in a legal case of a poor person, either as plaintiff or defendant.”?

LAWS AGAINST NEGLECTING ENEMIES (4-5)
Verse 4 and 5 provide an injunction against neglecting the care of a person who is in dire need of help on the

grounds that they are your enemy. Even enemies ought to be cared for in moments of certain need, for they
too are created in God’s image. In verse 4, the scenario involves the ox or donkey of an enemy going “astray,”
meaning that they have escaped. If you see that animal, you are duty-bound to go and get it, and return to the
owner, even if the owner is not on good terms with you. The covenant people of God, though they will
sometimes end up in disagreements with one another, must always embody the Godly love for each other
despite their differences or problems. This mark of love is what sets us apart and makes known our
commitment to Christ before the world (Jn. 13:35).

A LAW AGAINST PERVERTING JUSTICE (VS.6-9)
Verses 6 through 9 provide more laws to uphold justice in legal matters, but also include the injunction against

receiving bribes in order to pervert justice. Whereas verses 1 through 3 have more to do with mob mentality or
simply corroborating a false witness, verses 6 through 9 include the financial gain one might be tempted to
enjoy for providing a false witness. One other form of perverting justice is found in verse 9 which serves as yet
another reminder to treat the sojourner with care and dignity on the grounds that the Israelites themselves
were at one time sojourners.

A LAW FOR SABBATH FARMING (VS.10-12)
What is Sabbath farming and what does it have to do with justice? Sabbath farming is the principle of farming

land for six years and letting it rest on the seventh year, or sometimes referred to as the “Sabbatical year”
(Lev. 25:1-7). While there are agricultural benefits to allowing the land to rest (the nutrients in the soil are
replenished with hydrogen when the ground is left untouched), the thrust of this practice centered on the
benefit it provided to the poor and the beasts of the field. The year of uncultivated crops gave the poor and
the beasts a place to come and eat and be satisfied. Thus, to not allow the ground to rest and provide crops
for the poor was seen as an act of injustice towards the poor.

A LAW AGAINST IDOLATRY (V.13)
Verse 13 reiterates the importance of abandoning any and all idolatrous acts. It may seem redundant given the

extensive treatment idolatry has already received, but the repetition only serves to show how serious idolatry
is.

1 Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, vol. 2 of The New American Commentary, eds. E. Ray Clendenen and Kenneth A. Mathews
(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2006), 525.
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The Value of Festivals

Below is a brief outline of each of the three festivals commanded of Israel.

THE FEAST OF UNLEAVENED BREAD (VS.14-15)
The first festival the Israelites are told to observe is The Feast of Unleavened Bread, which was instituted in

Egypt before the Passover (Ex. 12:1-28, 13:6-10). It is restated here likely because there were some non-
Israelite outsiders, the “mixed multitude” that had aligned themselves with the LORD after the plagues of
Egypt (Ex. 12:38). The restatement of this festival was helpful, then, for those who were just now joining the
Israelites. They needed instruction too. The Feast of Unleavened Bread was a celebration of the hastiness with
which Israel left Egypt. Because they were to leave quickly, they were to not add any yeast to their loaves of
bread because they would not have had sufficient time to allow the bread to rise. Thus, the Israelites were
commanded to remove the yeast from their homes and to not eat any of it between the fourteenth day and the
twenty-first day of the month (a month called Abib). Unlike the Passover, which was celebrated from family to
family, the Feast of Unleavened Bread was a community-wide celebration.

THE FEASTS OF HARVEST AND INGATHERING (VS.16-19)
The other two festivals mentioned are The Feast of Harvest and The Feast of Ingathering. The Feast of

Harvest, sometimes also called The Feast of Weeks (Ex. 34:22). Later, in the New Testament, The Feast of
Weeks comes to be known as Pentecost, from the Greek word meaning “fifty.” It is called Pentecost because
The Feast of Weeks takes place “a week of weeks,” or forty-nine days after the Passover and the subsequent
beginning of wheat harvest (which began simultaneously with Passover). This feast celebrated offering God
the firstfruits of the harvest, whereas The Feast of Ingathering held later in the Fall celebrated the full harvest.
This is incidentally where the terms “firstfruits” originate from, a term that Paul picks up in 1 Corinthians 15:20
that describes Christ as the “firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.” Incidentally, The Feast of Ingathering
is also referred to as The Feast of Tabernacles (Jn. 7:1-44).

What About Now?

One takeaway is the importance of justice, especially for those who are wrongly accused and for those who
are poor. We often allow terms like “justice” to be hijacked by political parties, but the idea of justice was
firmly biblical well before it was ever political. Christians should advocate for justice, regardless of the social
temperature we face. Secondly, this passage highlights the importance of commemorating God’s goodness to
us. While these are distinctly Jewish festivals (and not Christian festivals), they do remind us of the importance
of remembering God’s faithfulness to us as we celebrate our own feast at the Lord’s Table during communion.

Study Questions

Day One
1. Read Exodus 23:1-3. In your own words, describe the major theme of this passage.

2. Read Exodus 23:4-5. In your own words, describe the major theme of this passage.
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Day Two
1. Read Exodus 23:6-8. What actions are prohibited in these verses? Why?

2. Read Exodus 23:9. Why does the treatment of the sojourner matter so much to God?

Day Three

1. Read Exodus 23:10-11. How many years are the Israelites to farm? Why? What does this reflect?

2. Read Exodus 23:12-13. Who all benefits from Sabbath rest?

Day Four
1. Read Exodus 23:14-17. What three feasts are mentioned in this passage? What is the significance of each

of them? What do they each represent?

2. Read Exodus 23:18-19. What is prohibited and what is required in these two verses?

Discuss the Text!

Week 65 Discussion: Remembering Matters

Verses 10 through 19 highlight three important festivals for Israel to observe, that help them remember the
faithfulness of God in their lives. Talk as a group about the importance of practices or traditions that help us
remember how God has been faithful to us, as well.

Icebreaker: What is your favorite family tradition? Why is it so special to you?

What practices or traditions within the church are your favorite? Why?

Can traditions become stale? If so, how? Does that mean they should be abandoned? Why or why not?
The Lord’s Supper is a practice of remembrance central to the church’s identity. Agree or disagree?

Kid Talk (For Home): Come up with a daily morning prayer for your family to set the tone of the day.

ok 0N~

Takeaways:

1. The LORD gives regulations to uphold justice for all people, including the poor and personal enemies.
2. The LORD institutes festivals to help the people remember His faithfulness to them.
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