
City on a Hill May 11, 2025 Session 61: Exodus 21:18-21, 26-36

SESSION OBJECTIVE: EXODUS 21:18-21, 26-36 
To understand more about the importance of responsibility for preventable injury.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Read the Text: 
When men quarrel and one strikes the other with a stone or with his fist and the man does not die but takes to his bed, 19 then if the man 
rises again and walks outdoors with his staff, he who struck him shall be clear; only he shall pay for the loss of his time, and shall have him 
thoroughly healed. 20 “When a man strikes his slave, male or female, with a rod and the slave dies under his hand, he shall be avenged. 21 
But if the slave survives a day or two, he is not to be avenged, for the slave is his money. | 26 When a man strikes the eye of his slave, male 
or female, and destroys it, he shall let the slave go free because of his eye. 27 If he knocks out the tooth of his slave, male or female, he 
shall let the slave go free because of his tooth. 28 When an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall be stoned, and its flesh shall 
not be eaten, but the owner of the ox shall not be liable. 29 But if the ox has been accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner has been 
warned but has not kept it in, and it kills a man or a woman, the ox shall be stoned, and its owner also shall be put to death. 30 If a ransom 
is imposed on him, then he shall give for the redemption of his life whatever is imposed on him. 31 If it gores a man’s son or daughter, he 
shall be dealt with according to this same rule. 32 If the ox gores a slave, male or female, the owner shall give to their master thirty shekels 
of silver, and the ox shall be stoned. 33 “When a man opens a pit, or when a man digs a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or a donkey 
falls into it, 34 the owner of the pit shall make restoration. He shall give money to its owner, and the dead beast shall be his. 35 “When one 
man’s ox butts another’s, so that it dies, then they shall sell the live ox and share its price, and the dead beast also they shall share. 36 Or if 
it is known that the ox has been accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner has not kept it in, he shall repay ox for ox, and the dead 
beast shall be his. (Exodus 21:18-21, 26-36 ESV) 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

Study the Text: 

The Value of Life, Pt. 2 
Chapter 21 continues with a few more seemingly random rules from fighting to livestock and pits. Below is a 
breakdown of some of the keywords and phrases in this passage that help uncover the overarching theme.


THE “WHEN” 
“When men quarrel,” “when a man strikes,” “when a man opens a pit…” It can be said that an omniscient (all-
knowing) God can speak rules to direct his people before what he knows will happen. However, it also could 
be said that fighting, animal goring (although foreign to us), and someone falling into a pit that has been dug 
are just everyday situations when one gathers two million people together. Therefore, specific law for specific 
situations are preemptively helpful. Otherwise, Moses would have to pray to God for the answer to every 
situation constantly. There are instances where these rules do not give a complete judgement for Moses, and 
he has to sequester the individual and wait for the Lord’s judgement (Num 15:32, Lev 24:10). But, at least 
there is a framework here for Moses to be able to let leaders judge without approaching God in every single 
situation. Additionally, this is helpful for the people by letting them know up front what is expected of them in 
day-to-day situations, as well as the consequences for the choices that they make.


DO NOT QUARREL? 
The Lord does not state, “Do not quarrel”, but rather, “when men quarrel.” Why didn’t God just ban 
quarreling? It could have even been the 11th commandment! As with most of these rules, quarreling is the 
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symptom that shows up in everyday life, not the deeper issue. In 2 Timothy, Paul tells Timothy, “Have nothing 
to do with foolish, ignorant controversies; you know that they breed quarrels.” Men quarreling is the byproduct 
of foolish and ignorant controversies, and as such is not “loving your neighbor,” which is the 5th-10th 
commandments summed up. In a group of any size, foolish and ignorant controversies can be found, and 
they will nearly always bring about quarrels. What is clarified, therefore, in Exodus 21, is the consequence of 
an escalation that does not dissolve at banter, but also does not end in murder. And the answer that is given is 
to not only solve the legal question, but in a way, create a deterrent even for the one who wins the fight. To the 
winner goes the… nope, not the spoils, but rather the hospital bill and the lost wages of the man he defeated. 


THE SLAVE 
With the context of the last two weeks regarding slavery (Session 59, which discusses modern slavery as 
compared to the slavery in the Exodus time period by the Israelites, and Session 60, which discusses the 
value of ALL life) this portion adds specific situational rules to be followed to ensure the safety of the slave 
(and his master). While it would seem odd to have a slave avenged on instantaneous death versus one to two 
days of life, it is an important distinction. There needs to be a differentiation between murder and 
happenstance (similar to verse 13 from last week - “he did not lie in wait for him, but God let him fall into his 
hands”). While a day or two of life may seem arbitrary, this rule is setting the standard for what was intended 
as murder (not stopping until the life was out of the slave) and the possibility of anger that subsided at the 
point of possible non-recovery. While again, the language of “the slave is his money” seems inhumane, this 
part of the rule is not devaluing the slave, but noting the reason that the master would not want to kill the 
slave: the slave adds value to the land/property by his daily work, and a dead slave does not. Additionally, we 
are introduced to Lex Talionis, or “the law of retaliation.” Verses 26 and 27 specify: “When a man strikes the 
eye of his slave, male or female, and destroys it, he shall let the slave go free because of his eye. If he knocks 
out the tooth of his slave, male or female, he shall let the slave go free because of his tooth.” While this is a bit 
different than that for a slave (eye for an eye versus eye for freedom), it is yet another important “law” or “rule” 
to Israelite life. We will discuss Lex Talionis in further detail next week.


THE OX 
The saying, “a bull in a china cabinet,” is appropriate; oxen are powerful creatures capable of great 
destruction, and powerful animals can sometimes act in ways that lead to unfortunate and devastating 
outcomes. The rules in verses 28 through 32 help us discern the critical and appropriate decisions that must 
be made when something bad happens involving such creatures. The fate of the ox is secured no matter what 
happens; he is stoned. However, the owner may have liability, too, depending on the steps he has taken to 
ensure that a situation does not happen again if, indeed, it has happened once before.


THE PIT 
When a man digs a pit for whatever reason (whether as a well for water or just a bored Saturday night activity), 
he should cover it. Not covering the pit, even if it is on your own land, is negligence. It may seem bizarre for an 
animal to fall into a pit on another man's land, but animals tend to roam when not pinned. However, he is only 
liable for the cost of the animal, in the same way he would be if he had bought it for meat. This would still be a 
financial incentive to cover the pit when done for the day, since Deuteronomy 14:21 says, “Do not eat 
anything you find already dead.” Still, it would not require the same consequence as if the animal had been 
stolen (which required repaying five oxen for the single ox stolen, per Ex 22:1). 


THE POINT 
The slave, the ox, and the pit are all examples of work instruments in the ancient Near East. The Israelites 
would not be entering the promised land, basking in their greatness, drinking milk and honey, without any 
work. After the Fall, the ground was cursed and required daily, tiresome labor, both in the wilderness and 
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eventually in the promised land. And with daily labor comes potential daily accidents, and those accidents 
have consequences. This section outlines those consequences and gives distinction to that which is 
accidental and that which is preventable. 


REDEMPTION 
There is one additional theme that flows through all of the rules. Notice that in some rules, a judgment is 
imposed on a judge's recommendation (Ex. 21:22). In other places, the judgment is determined by other 
means. Sometimes the payment for redemption is monetary, and other times redemption demands the life of 
the guilty. It’s worth noting, however, that our own transgressions before God always requires death. Whether 
eating a piece of forbidden fruit (Gen. 3:1-13) or killing a man (Gen. 4:8-12), the penalty is separation from 
God (which is death). And, as seen throughout Exodus and the whole of scripture, God is the judge, and He 
alone determines what is required to redeem a life. Here, God aims to keep Israel holy, separated from other 
nations and their practices, and loving their neighbor. But ultimately, He is going to judge all of the living and 
the dead by one standard. And the price of redemption has not only been set, but it has also been paid. 
“Since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’ And if you call on him as Father who judges impartially 
according to each one’s deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the time of your exile, knowing that 
you were ransomed from futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver 
or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ” (1 Peter 1:16-19). 


What About Now? 
One takeaway is that even though the Israelites are headed to the promised land, there is work to be done, 
and the way that they conduct themselves while doing that work is essential. Whether it be a slave, an ox, or 
digging their own pit, they must be self-controlled because they are liable for their actions. Similarly, while we 
wait for the promise of eternity, we too must be self-controlled. We must listen to the Holy Spirit, who lives 
inside us as believers. As He leads us to work, we must live quiet lives and must not be quick to anger with 
those we are working with (whether they are our superiors, peers, or subordinates).


Study Questions 
Day One 

1. Read Exodus 21:18. Why do you think a stone or fist is mentioned as the weapon? Is this an exhaustive 
list? 


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Why does this verse emphasize “if” the man rises again?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Two 

1. Read Exodus 21:20. Why would a man strike his slave with a rod?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Why would the slave not be avenged if he lives a day or two?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Three 
1. Read Exodus 21:26. What two examples are given for a slave to gain freedom?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Exodus 21:28. What should happen to an ox that gores someone? What should happen to the 
owner if this is not the first time?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Four 
1. Read Exodus 21:33. Do you think this is an exhaustive list of animals that fall into a pit? What would 

happen if another animal fell?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Why would the owner be liable for the pit?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Discuss the Text! 

Week 61 Discussion: Responsibility Matters 
Exodus 21:18-21, 26-36 provides rules that center around control of one’s instruments for work. No matter the 
location where you work, you have responsibility. This text shows the responsibility of a boss to his 
subordinates (slaves), but it also deals with the responsibility of negligence of one's own property (a pit 
uncovered). Talk as a group about the responsibilities in your own lives.


1. Icebreaker: Have you ever been negligent and had to bear the consequences? How?

2. Do you think that God has placed responsibility on you at your work? In what ways?

3. Do you manage people? If so, do you have self-control when angry with an employee?

4. Why is it especially important for Christians to model responsible behavior in the workplace?

5. Kid Talk (For Home): Have your kid imagine a scenario in which they leave a toy out in the room, and 

mom/dad trips on it. Now, have them imagine that same scenario. Only this time, tell them that they have 
already been told once before to pick up the toy. Now, ask them which scenario is worse? The first one is 
accidental; the second is preventable, and thus the punishment is likely higher.


Takeaways: 
1. Rules are given for instruments of work, both for accidental and preventable injuries.

2. These rules add clarity for instances involving a lack of self-control or negligence.
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