
 Free Bible Commentary and Bible Study Notes on Exodus 14-21 
                                                                                                                                                                 
 
 

Introduction:  Spirits must have been high as Israel marched out of Egypt free at last.  But a long and 
dangerous journey lay between them and the Promised Land, with barriers difficult to cross.  One of the 
greatest miracles of the Old Testament occurred in the crossing of the Red Sea.  As the people met 
hardship in the desert they often turned against Moses, but Moses prayed and God supplied food and 
water by his power.  God gave the Sabbath as a weekly day of rest.  Finally, at Mt. Sinai, God entered into 
a "marriage" covenant with his people and gave them the Ten Commandments and other laws of the 
covenant.  From that covenant we get the name "Old Testament" for the part of our Bible which describes 
the origins of Israel and God's covenant dealings with them as a nation before the coming of Messiah. 
 
 

Notes on Exodus 14-21: 
 
14:4 - pursue - God lured Pharaoh into this pursuit so that he could show his glory and power one more 
time in the contest with Pharaoh. 
 
14:5 - What have we done? - The Egyptians would never learn.  Even the discipline of losing their firstborn 
did not sober them for long. 
 
14:10 - terrified - The situation looked hopeless from a human perspective.  The Egyptians were coming 
on fast and all escape was blocked by the sea.  They thought their new found freedom would be lost and 
that they would be killed or punished for leaving Egypt.  In spite of all God's miracles, they had no faith in 
God when trouble appeared.  The time of danger and trouble is when our faith is tested and known for 
what it really is. 
 
14:11 - no graves in Egypt - The sarcasm of the people must have stung Moses who had laid his life on 
the line for these people over and over.  Yet he kept serving them. 
 
14:12 - would have been better to serve the Egyptians - Often people who at first gladly start out serving 
Christ begin to have doubts when they meet trials and sacrifices for the Lord.  They are tempted to think 
that they would have been better off had they stayed in the old life.  That is not true, but Satan makes it 
sound true. 
 
14:14 - you need only to be still - That is so often what we need when we are tempted to come apart or 
panic instead of remembering the care of God.  Compare Psalm 37:7; 46:10; 131:2. 
 
14:16 - sea - The sea that the Israelites crossed may not have been the Red Sea we know today.  Some 
scholars believe the words in the Hebrew text may refer to the "Sea of Reeds," a smaller body of water.  It 
doesn't really matter, because the miracle was wonderful regardless of the name of the sea. 
 
14:20 - coming between - God was standing between the people and danger from their enemies.  The NIV 
makes it sound like the cloud gave light to Israel but made it dark for the Egyptians.  God is helper of the 
faithful and trouble to the rebellious. 
 
14:21 - east wind - Though this was a stupendous miracle, God made use of some natural elements. 
 
14:24 - confusion - No plan can succeed if God is against it.   
 
14:25 - wheels - We plan something and think we have an open road, but if God is against what we are 
doing, every kind of unexpected trouble can erupt. 
 
14:28 - not one survived - Some have questioned if this was fair to the soldiers who were just following 
orders.  But that is the way it often is in a fallen world.  Innocent children often suffer because of the 
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addictions or abuses of their parents.  It is also possible that although the Egyptian soldiers all lost their 
physical lives, after death God may have been merciful to the eternal souls of the ones who feared God.  
Physical death becomes a small thing when measured against eternal life. 
 
Was Pharaoh among the army who drowned?  Probably he was back at the command post.  We have no 
historical record of a Pharaoh dying in the sea, although the Egyptians might have suppressed the story 
out of shame. 
 
The crossing of the Red Sea typifies our water baptism as we leave the bondage of sin and begin a new 
life, traveling toward the heavenly Canaan - 1 Corinthians 10:1,2.  In fact, Holy Spirit baptism may also be 
part of what is symbolized, since the Israelites were both under the cloud (symbol of the Holy Spirit) and in 
the sea. 
 
14:31 - saw the great power - There is an important lesson here.  The greatest trials, the most frightening 
situations are often the places where God moves in the greatest way.  Rather than being disasters, these 
are opportunities to grow in faith as never before.  When trouble comes on us, Satan intends it to bring us 
down but God intends for us to grow through it.  We decide which. 
 
people feared the LORD...put...trust...in Moses - This was part of God's purpose in destroying the 
Egyptians.  God prefers to use people as willing instruments who cooperate with him.  But in they are 
obstinate as the Egyptians were, God can still overrule their behavior to bring glory to God.  
 
15:1 - sang - It is right to thank God for what he does for us, and not to confine our prayers to complaining 
and asking him for things.  Mirroring this song of praise led by Moses is the "Song of Moses and the 
Lamb" sung by the saints who had overcome evil through God's power - Revelation 15:2, 3. 
 
15:2 - my strength...praise him - The writer of these notes remembers discovering a fire sale where men's 
blazers were selling for $9 each.  He went and called friends who would want to know.  When we discover 
an exciting sale, or a special eating place, or a wonderful brand of cold medicine, we like to tell other 
people.  We should be even more anxious to witness to people about what God has been to us.  No 
discovery in our lives is as great as the grace and power of God, our faithful Friend.  When we witness 
about God's goodness, others are moved to seek him and entrust their lives to him.  Tell others how good 
Jesus is! 
 
15:11 - Who among the gods is like you - The whole contest with Pharaoh showed that the Living God of 
the Hebrews was far above all the Egyptian deities. 
 
15:14 - nations...tremble - When the Canaanites and other hostile nations heard how God had 
miraculously delivered Israel, they were terrified of Israel coming against them.  This undermining of 
enemy morale made it easier for Israel to conquer their enemies - compare Deuteronomy 2:25. 
 
15:20 - Miriam, Moses' sister, led a song of praise by the women. 
 
15:23 - water...bitter - Even though Israel had escaped the Egyptians, they had many other problems to 
overcome as they traveled. 
 
15:24 - people grumbled against Moses - How quickly they forgot the power of God!  We may feel kin to 
them if we remember how often we have felt strong faith one day and acted faithless the next.  As we 
mature as Christians we become steadier in our trust. 
 
15:25 - cried out to the LORD - How often Moses must have wanted to abandon these ungrateful, 
unstable people and go back to shepherding sheep instead.  How often he must have been tempted to 
curse them and lash out at them for their unfair criticism and grumbling.  Instead he turned to God.  That 
is what God teaches us to do when people and situations try our strength - 1 Peter 5:7.  Do we fathers or 
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church leaders cry out to God when our families or our flock face needs and problems?  Do we patiently 
intercede? 
 
tested them - When trouble comes, we need to remember that God is watching our response.  Will it show 
belief or unbelief, obedience or rebellion? 
 
15:26 - any of the diseases - Many physical problems come as natural consequences of foolish and sinful 
living.  Disease may sometimes be a direct punishment from God for disobedience.  Quiet trust and 
righteous living, on the other hand, tend to protect and maintain health.  Dr. S. I. McMillen, a medical 
doctor, has written a book called None of These Diseases in which he shows that many of the laws God 
gave Israel had sound hygienic and medical reasons behind them.  God made us and knows what is best 
for us. 
 
Here is one of the important Old Testament names of God:  "The LORD who heals you" (Hebrew:  
Yahweh Rapha). 
 
15:27 - springs...palm trees - Then and now, God gives rest and refreshment after trials. 
 
16:1 - Sin - Not the English word sin, but a place name. 
 
16:2 - grumbled - Quickly again they forgot how God loved them and all he had faithfully done for them. 
 
16:3 - pots of meat - They were not being realistic.  They ate meat and vegetables in Egypt, but they also 
groaned under slave masters.  Sometimes we Christians also look back on the old life of sin and 
remember only the pleasant things, forgetting how sin was destroying us.  That is when we easily slip 
back. 
 
to starve [us] - This was outright slander.  Moses and Aaron wanted only good for the Israelites.  Unbelief 
quickly leads to slander and irresponsible talk. 
 
16:8 - When the people grumbled against Moses and Aaron, they really spoke against the LORD whom 
Moses and Aaron were obeying in all they did. 
 
16:13 - quail - Even though the people had been unbelieving and rebellious, God mercifully gave them the 
meat they longed for. 
 
16:14 - flakes - This would be the daily food of Israel for the next forty years, supplied by God. 
 
16:15 - What is it? - The Hebrew for this phrase, manna, became the name of this food from heaven. 
 
16:19 - No one is to keep any...until morning - The people were not to hoard for tomorrow as if God were 
not going to take care of them.  God's rules for the manna were teaching the people several things: 
 
1. The people had to be up and out to gather manna each morning.  God wants us to be responsible and 

industrious. 
2. God wants us to have enough, not excess. 
3. He wants us to learn to rest when needful, and not to work frantically. 
4. He does not want us to hoard wealth as though God cannot provide for tomorrow. 
 
God had said he would test them in the way they handled the manna - verse 4.  He would see if the 
people trusted him for their needs. 
 
16:23 - holy - Special, set apart, not common.   
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Sabbath - from the Hebrew word meaning "rest."   
 
16:24 - did not stink - Everything went well when the people trusted and obeyed. 
 
16:27 - some went out on the seventh day - It appears that the idea of resting on the seventh day was new 
to the Israelites.  Although God himself had rested on the seventh day of creation - Genesis 2:2,3 - there 
is no evidence in scripture that God gave the Sabbath to his people as an observance before this time as 
Israel neared Mt. Sinai.  The scripture about God resting on the seventh day was not even written by 
Moses until around the time the Sabbath law was given at Sinai (though there would have been oral 
traditions about the creation before this).   
 
There is no mention of Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph and other patriarchs keeping the 
Sabbath.  In fact, Nehemiah 9:13, 14 says God made known his holy Sabbath at Sinai.  The Sabbath law 
is part of the Ten Commandments which are the heart of the Covenant between God and Israel.  Before 
listing the Ten Commandments, Moses tells the Israelites that this covenant at Horeb (Sinai) God did not 
make with their fathers - Deuteronomy 5:2, 3. 
 
Sabbatarians (those who believe that Christians should keep the seventh-day Saturday Sabbath) maintain 
that the Sabbath is an eternal commandment that is binding on all of God's people in every age and 
dispensation beginning at creation.  It seems rather from the evidence that the Sabbath commandment 
was never given to anyone but Israel.  It was a special sign of the covenant God made with them - Exodus 
31:16.  Moses says God had given to no other nation the laws and regulations God gave to Israel in his 
covenant - Deuteronomy 4:8. 
 
The New Testament scriptures clearly say Christians are not bound by the Sabbath commandment.  The 
conference of apostles and elders at Jerusalem determined that Gentile Christians were not under Old 
Testament regulations - Acts 15; compare Galatians 3:24, 25.  We are not under the old covenant written 
on stones but under the new covenant written on hearts - 2 Corinthians 3:3-11.  Since Christ has nailed 
the writing of the Old Testament law to the cross, we are no longer to be judged about Old Testament 
regulations such as what we "eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or 
a Sabbath day" - Colossians 2:13-17.  These were but a shadow of the reality we have in Christ. 
 
So the keeping of the seventh day belongs to the old covenant between God and Israel.  Although many 
the early Christians who were Jews continued to keep the accustomed Sabbath for a while beyond the 
end of the Old Covenant period, they and all Christians kept a new day, the first day of the week, in 
celebration of the resurrection of Christ.  It is not really Biblical to speak of Sunday as the "Christian 
Sabbath" since the Sabbath law belongs to the Old Covenant and Sunday has a whole different focus.   
 
Still, from the Sabbath we learn two important principles which are still valid: 
 
1. It is good for us to rest at times.  God made us and knows what is good for us.  We do not need to 

work frantically seven days a week, for God will give us what we need. 
2. On the day especially devoted to God it is good to clear the day of worldly and selfish things as far as 

possible.  While we cannot say working on Sunday is breaking God's law (since the Sabbath is no 
longer in force), it is good to keep Sunday for spiritual things as far as possible.  God understands that 
a person may have to work on part of a Sunday (probably half the early Christians were slaves who 
did not have Sunday off).  But it is wrong to choose a job that will regularly hinder you from assembling 
with God's people - Hebrews 10:25ff. 

 
16:32 - keep it - Again the importance of memorials in our religious life. 
 
16:34 - Testimony - The Ark of the Covenant, the most holy piece of furniture in the tabernacle of worship 
which was about to be built. 
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17:1 - Sin - Not the English word sin, but a place name. 
 
17:2 - test - They were trying God's patience. 
 
17:3 - make us die - Slander again.  Slander and murmuring are serious sins as God counts things.  We 
need to be very careful of our lips when our emotions are out of control.  Controlling our tongue is a good 
habit to form early, for much sin is committed with the tongue.  James says if we can control the tongue, 
we can control the whole body - James 3:2.  After Moses died and Satan was disputing with the archangel 
Michael over the body of Moses, Michael, though he was a great angel, did not dare bring a slanderous 
accusation even against the devil, but said, "The Lord rebuke you" - Jude 9. 
 
17:4 - cried...to the LORD - Moses handled conflict and frustration the right way, by taking it to the LORD. 
 
17:6 - water will come out - God can supply all our needs.  If we can believe and remember that, it will 
affect many of our decisions. 
 
17:7 - Massah and Meribah (meaning "testing” and "quarreling@ according to NIV text note).  This was one 

of the worst rebellions in Israel's early history and is remembered in the Psalms and Hebrews, particularly 
(Psalm 81:7;  95:8,9;  106:32;  compare Hebrews 3:7,8). 
 
17:8 - Amalekites - The desert tribe descended from Amalek.  They probably resented Israel marching 
through or near their territory, and may have been afraid Israel would take their land. 
 
17:11 - held up his hands - Toward God, symbolizing that success in the battle depended on God. 
 
17:12 - Aaron and Hur held his hands up - Even though not all of us can be the principal leader, we can all 
support and contribute importantly to the success of God's work.  Even if Aaron and Hur had been 
unimportant people in Israel, what they did that day in support of Moses made the difference in the battle. 
We must accept whatever gift God has given us and use it to the fullest, whether it makes us prominent or 
not.  Every volunteer service to the church is very important. 
 
17:15 - The LORD is my Banner - Another important title or name of God.  It is Yahweh Nissi in Hebrew. 
 
18:2 - sent away Zipporah - Either Moses had sent his family back home during the danger of the struggle 
with Pharaoh, or he had sent them to Jethro later to tell him Moses was nearing his vicinity at Sinai. 
 
18:3 - Gershom is similar to the Hebrew for "a stranger there."  
 
18:4 - Eliezer means "my God is helper" - NIV text note. 
 
18:11 - Now I know...the LORD is greater - Perhaps Jethro had served other gods along with Yahweh.  He 
may have heard that Yahweh is greatest, but now he has evidence. 
 
18:12 - eat bread...in the presence of God - A meal like this was a solemn observance of a special 
occasion.  The sacrifices probably were offered in thanks for what God had done for Israel.  Such meals 
were often eaten in connection with the making of a covenant or treaty, and here Jethro and Israel may 
have entered into an agreement with each other.  Hobab, the son of Jethro (Reuel) later went with Israel 
and served as their scout during the desert travels - Numbers 10:29-32. 
 
18:17 - not good - God does not want us to wear ourselves out.  There are ways to organize our work so 
that it is bearable. 
 
18:21 - select capable men - The principle of delegation of work is important because you can multiply 
your own ministry by bringing others into it.  We are more effective and bear more fruit when we delegate. 
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In the Jerusalem church, Acts 6, there was discord because some of the widows were being overlooked in 
the food distribution.  The members came to the apostles and wanted them to fix the problem.  The 
apostles answered that it was not right for them to leave their assigned ministry of prayer and teaching in 
order to serve tables.  It was not that they were too good for that, but that the church also had to be fed 
and cared for spiritually.  Therefore the apostles told the church to select seven good men full of wisdom 
and the Holy Spirit, who could be appointed to oversee the distribution of food. 
 
Though we know we should delegate, we often fail to do it.  Why?  We think we are too busy to take time 
to reorganize, though it would help us.  Pride is also a factor:  we don't think anyone can do the job as well 
as we can.  We may be compulsive, having to have things just right. 
 
men who fear God, trustworthy men - God always lays down qualifications for leaders in his work - 
compare Acts 1:21,22;  6:3;  1 Timothy 3:1-13;  Titus 1:5-9. 
 
18:23 - and God so commands - Jethro did not presume to establish anything without the approval of God 
himself. 
 
19:2 - mountain - The same holy mountain of God where Moses had seen the burning bush and received 
his call to deliver Israel.  God had told Moses that Moses would return with Israel and serve (worship) God 
at that mountain - Exodus 3:12. 
 
19:5 - if you obey me fully...keep my covenant...be my treasured possession... - This is God's proposal of 
spiritual marriage to Israel. 
 
19:6 - kingdom of priests - Not ordinary worshipers, like the Gentiles, but specially consecrated and able 
to come into God's presence in a special way. 
 
holy nation - A nation set apart as my own special people. 
 
19:8 - We will do everything the LORD has said - This was Israel's "I do" which made her God's bride.  
Later, when Israel would go after other gods, God would call their action adultery. 
 
19:9 - hear me speaking with you...put their trust in you - God wants to back up his appointed leaders and 
give them credibility with God's people. 
 
19:10 - consecrate them - To consecrate is to cleanse, dedicate and make a person ready to come into 
God's holy presence. 
 
wash their clothes - To honor God, they were to present themselves at their best.  It is true that God looks 
on the heart and that we do not have to have fine clothes in order for him to accept us.  But making 
ourselves as presentable as we can does say something about how important and great God is to us.  We 
would fix ourselves up if we were going to visit the governor or the president. 
 
19:12 - do not...touch - In our informal and relaxed society we have lost the sense of awe before 
greatness.  God is great and awesome and perfectly holy.  Sinful beings cannot come near his presence. 
He must be approached with the greatest reverence and respect.  It is true that because of Jesus' 
cleansing blood, we can "boldly" approach God's throne.  We do not have to be afraid to ask God for help 
- Hebrews 4:14-16.  It is true that God loves us and wants us as his friends - John 15:15; James 2:23.  But 
we still need to be reverent because of who God is.  When we need to pray, we sometimes rush into 
God's presence in a cloud of dust and immediately begin to babble to him just like we would one of the 
kids.  Do we not need to pause at least a moment, prepare our spirits and remember what presence we 
are coming into?  And if it was important for the Israelites to wash their clothes, how much more important 
it is for us to wash our bodies and hearts morally and spiritually through repentance when we want to 
approach God. 
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19:15 - Abstain from sexual relations - God is not saying that sex within marriage is wrong, but only that 
there are times when we must care enough about God to concentrate on him and put aside our own 
interests and pleasures.  Paul says married couples may agree to abstain from sex temporarily in order to 
give themselves to prayer - 1 Corinthians 7:1-5.  Fasting from food, practiced by God's people from early 
times until now, is done for the same reason, to humble and deny ourselves while we concentrate 
completely on God.  How well do we prepare ourselves for Sunday morning worship?  If we stay up till 3 
AM watching the late late show the night before, we cannot be at our best when we come to worship.  
Often getting all the kids ready for church is so frantic that we arrive at church in no mood to worship.  Just 
a few adjustments would allow us to come to worship composed and at our best.  Clothes can be selected 
and laid out on Saturday evening, shoes shined, offering check written, some preparations made for 
breakfast and the Sunday dinner if there is one.  We can go to bed at a reasonable time and get up early 
enough to avoid tension and frustration as we prepare for church. 
 
Exodus 20 is one of the most important chapters in the Bible, as God reveals the Ten Commandments, 
the heart of his covenant requirements for Israel. 
 
20:1 - God spoke - The people actually heard God speak these commandments.  The first four 
commandments concern duties to God; the last six, duties to other people. 
 
First Commandment: You shall have no other gods before me.  It is not that God is proud or egotistical 
or self-centered. If I as a human being demand to be number one, it would sound that way.  But it is God's 
love which makes this demand.  He knows that only he can give us life.  The promises of other gods are 
deceptive and lead us to destruction.  Besides, God is only asking what every husband asks of his wife, 
and every wife of her husband.  We expect each other to "forsake all others." 
 
20:3 – Second Commandment:  You shall not make for yourself an idol... - The pagans did this and their 
gods were wood, stone, metal, animals, rivers, the sun and moon, etc.  The Israelites were not to dishonor 
God the Creator by comparing him with some mere created thing.  It was very foolish to think that 
something man could make with his hands would be great enough to be man's god and help him - 
compare Isaiah 44:9-20.  One could look at the creation and know the Creator had to be greater than 
anything he had made.  Yet people chose to believe the lie because it gave them what they lusted for - 
Romans 1:19-32.  God made man and woman in his image.  Man makes his god in man's image or less 
and puts his desires into the god's mouth as religious laws. 
 
20:5 - jealous God - We usually think of jealousy as sinful.  Often it is.  But there is also holy jealousy.  It is 
not wrong for a husband or wife to feel jealousy when their mate is playing around, breaking their marriage 
vows.  It is not wrong for God to be jealous over the people he has married spiritually.  Again, he knows 
that only he can help his people. 
 
punishing the children - It seems unjust for God to punish children for things they did not do personally.  
God is not saying that the children have personal guilt for things their parents have done.  God does not 
punish the child for guilt inherited from a parent - Ezekiel 18:20.  The Bible does not teach that we can 
inherit guilt.  We do have a fallen nature which either is inherited or is "caught" very early from evil 
contagion in the fallen world.  God does not condemn us eternally for anyone's sins but our own.  But 
there are consequences of sin which can affect several generations.  We have all seen that with financial 
dishonesty, laziness, addiction, immorality, divorce, etc.  In a fallen world, sin not only affects and curses 
the sinner, but others who are connected with him or her. 
 
to the third and fourth generation - Idol worship is actually service to demons and the occult - 
Deuteronomy 32:17; Psalm 106:37; 1 Corinthians 10:20, 21.  Many interpreters believe that involvement in 
the occult today, even in fortune telling, Ouija Board, or the use of mediums, can open one up to spiritual 
bondage and a curse which lasts for generations.  If one has been involved in the occult or Satan worship, 
it is extremely important to plainly renounce all those things, repent of them, and ask God to wash you in 
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the blood of Christ.  Christ has conquered the spiritual powers of darkness and can set us free - 
Ephesians 4:8-10; Colossians 2:13-17. 
 
20:6 - love to a thousand generations - God's love is much greater than his punishment. 
 
20:7 – Third Commandment:  You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God [KJV:  take the name 
of the Lord your God in vain] - This has primary reference to calling God to witness when we make an 
oath, then breaking our promise as though God were nothing.  But any careless use of God's great and 
holy name, such as in profane speech, is highly irreverent.  No one who does this has any idea how real 
and awesome God is.  It is better for Christians not to throw around even the substitutes for God's name 
such as golly, gosh, gee (for Jesus), goldurn or doggone (for God damn), etc.  Nor is it appropriate for 
Christians to throw God’s name around carelessly by exclaiming, “O my God!” when they are not really 
thinking about God or addressing him.  We also misuse God's name when we call him "Lord, Lord" in 
worship but do not obey him as Lord in our life - Luke 6:46; 7:21. 
 
20:8 – Fourth Commandment:  Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy - It is to be holy, that is, 
special, set apart from other days, not put to common use. 
 
he rested - Keeping the Sabbath was one way the Israelites had of being like God. 
 
20:12 – Fifth Commandment:  Honor your father and your mother - God teaches that our attitude toward 
our parents is basically important.  How we relate to our parents affects all other relationships.  If we have 
a problem submitting to and honoring our parents, we will have problems with all authorities, even God.  
Many people are trashing their lives because even as adults they live in a mode of rebellion and 
disrespect.  They still are bitter toward their parents and it shows in all relationships.  This is foolish.  A lot 
of our problems go back to our attitude toward parents.  We will not get OK until we take care of this.  No 
parents are perfect.  Some are bad, some are evil and abusive.  Yet we owe them respect because of the 
place they occupy. 
 
We need to understand two things:   
 
1. We don't obey parents and other authorities because they are always right, but because they have 

been placed over us by God.  The principle of respect for authority is right. 
 
2. Forgiving our parents doesn't mean all they did was OK.  It only means we cancel the debt.  Biblical 

forgiveness is not a feeling but a decision.  So is respect.  We can decide to treat our parents 
respectfully and we can follow through.  Some of us may need to go to our parents and get some 
things resolved, maybe to make some apologies that need to be made, and to say some things that 
need to be said.  We might look back and discover that doors began to open for us spiritually once we 
took care of this basic thing. 

 
live long - Our attitude toward our parents definitely affects the length and quality of our life here on earth, 
not to mention our eternal destiny. 
 
20:13 – Sixth Commandment:  You shall not murder.  Humans are made in God's image and we must not 
sin against that - Genesis 9:6.  The NIV translation "murder" is more accurate then the KJV "kill."  Murder 
is unauthorized, sinful killing, and that is what God has in mind here.  Other scriptures make it clear that 
God is not talking about unintentional manslaughter or legal executions, or about killing in wars God 
authorized.   
 
20:14 – Seventh Commandment:  You shall not commit adultery.  The word adultery is used in two senses 
in the Bible.  In its more restricted, technical sense, it means sexual relations between two persons, at 
least one of whom belongs to someone else in marriage.  In the broader sense, as it is used here, it 
covers all sexual immorality, including sex outside marriage and the various perversions such as incest, 
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homosexual relations, bestiality, etc.  All sexual immorality is sin against the institution of marriage, as well 
as sin against the other person or persons involved.  God strictly protects marriage because everything 
else in the world depends on the welfare of marriage and the family.  There the character of children is 
formed, and so the condition of society depends on the condition of family relations.  Malachi says God 
hates divorce and holds people to their vows because he is seeking godly seed (children) - Malachi 2:13-
16.  If children learn from their parents to live false or bad lives, the parents will have to give account. 
 
20:15 – Eighth Commandment:  You shall not steal.  Stealing from someone hurts that person and 
deprives him/her of things they worked for and need.  This command shows that God recognizes private 
ownership. 
 
20:16 – Ninth Commandment:  You shall not give false testimony.  One could destroy or deprive another 
person by bringing false charges in court.  In a broader sense the commandment prohibits lying in 
general.  Lying is basically wrong.  Satan is the father of lies - John 8:44.  God is truth.  Truth is 
fundamental to character.  All relationships depend on truth.  All liars will have their place in the lake of fire 
- Revelation 21:8.  All children experiment with lying when they reach a certain age.  This is one of the 
most important things for a parent to deal with so a child does not grow up crooked. 
 
20:17 – Tenth Commandment:  You shall not covet... - Coveting means an inordinate desire or greed for 
something that is not rightly ours.  It is easy to see how if a person covets something enough, he will be 
willing to do all kinds of wrong to get what he wants.  God recognizes something here that Jesus later 
teaches strongly in the Sermon on the Mount:  Sin starts inside the heart and has to be dealt with there.  
Again God is teaching his children to learn contentment and to trust God for what they need. 
 
20:18 - trembled with fear - The presence of God was too awesome for them. 
 
20:20 - fear of God - God knew it was good for the people to experience his greatness so that they would 
take his word seriously in their lives. 
 
20:25 - not build it with dressed stones - Perhaps because they might engrave pictures of idol gods on the 
stones and begin to worship them. 
 
21:1 - These are the laws - The Ten Commandments are only the main points of God's covenant law.  
Here God gives the first installment of a detailed code of laws that will govern the life of God's people. 
 
21:2 - If you buy a Hebrew servant [NASB:  slave] - We regard slavery as wrong today.  We are looking 
through eyes enlightened by centuries of the gospel and Christian culture.  But God worked with these 
people where they were and brought them along gradually into more understanding.  Meanwhile God 
tolerated practices such as slavery, polygamy, divorce for many causes, etc., even though he did not 
approve them.  God immediately made laws that lessened the abuses within slavery. 
 
21:6 - servant for life - This slave who had chosen to serve for life was known as a bondservant.  This was 
a term Paul liked to apply to himself as one who chose freely to serve Christ with his whole life. 
 
21:7 - not to go free because there will often be sexual and family relationships involved. 
 
21:8 - broken faith - Agreed with her that she should be a slave wife to him, and now breaks his word - 
compare Malachi 2:14-16. 
 
21:10 - must not deprive - Often when a man married another woman in a polygamous marriage, he had 
more interest in the new mate than in the former. 
 
21:12 - kills - Strikes the person in a way that he knows could or might kill him.  Justice required a life for a 
life. 
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21:13 - not...intentionally - God distinguished between murder and unintentional, accidental killing. 
 
place - Later God designated six "cities of refuge" where an unintentional killer could be safe from the 
avenger until his case could be heard. 
 
21:14 - deliberately - What we would call murder with malice, or premeditated murder. 
 
from my altar - In Israel it was believed that if one fled to God's altar and took hold of the "horns" of the 
altar (projections to which sacrifices were tied), the avenger could not touch the fugitive.  God says the 
altar should not be misused to protect a real murderer. 
 
put him to death - God himself authorizes capital punishment.  Justice requires a life for a life.  The 
welfare of society depends on justice. 
 
21:15 - attacks...father or mother - Respect for parents was basic under God's law to Israel. 
 
21:16 - kidnaps - A capital crime under God's law (and the writer of these notes believes it should still be 
today). 
 
21:17 - curses...father or mother - Kids who shout at their parents today may not realize how God feels 
about this. 
 
21:19 - not be held responsible for taking a life. 
 
must pay to compensate for the injuries he has inflicted. 
 
21:20 - punished - Not executed.  A slave was not considered in that culture to have the same value as a 
free person.  Still God did not give a master freedom to kill or severely abuse his slaves. 
 
21:22 - gives birth prematurely [NASB:  has a miscarriage] - If the NASB translation is correct, causing the 
death of the fetus is not treated with the same seriousness as causing the death of person already born.  
The NASB implies that the injury under consideration is mostly that to the woman from delivering 
prematurely.  Even most anti-abortionists would agree that a person already born has more rights than an 
unborn.  For example, where it is choice between the life of the mother and that of the unborn child, most 
believers would consider the life of the mother more valuable.  Even if the NASB is correct and the main 
focus is the welfare of the mother, this passage should not be pressed into saying more than God 
intended.  It does not mean a fetus has no rights or value at all.  Too many other scriptures show that an 
unborn child is a person valued by God.  The requirement of a fine, even though the mother is all right, 
shows that the death of the fetus is a loss.  If the NIV translation (premature birth) is correct, then injury to 
either the mother or the baby is in view. 
 
21:23, 24 - life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth - Simple justice.  Whatever a person has done to 
another, he deserves to have done to him.  Adequate, sure and swift justice would deter many crimes. 
 
21:26 - let the servant go free - Again, although God did not remove slavery, he put limits on what a 
master could do to a slave. 
 
21:28 - bull gores - Not only would killing the bull be appropriate because it had taken a life, but also 
because the bull might do the same thing again. 
 
21:29 - owner also...put to death - Because the owner knew the bull might gore someone, he bore 
responsibility if it happened.  This would apply in principle to the drunk driver who knows very well how 
liable he is to kill someone, and yet drives drunk anyway. 
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21:32 - slave - Again the slave was not valued the same as a free person. 
 
21:33 - fails to cover [a pit] - He can know that someone or some animal may fall into it, therefore he is 
guilty if it happens. 
 
21:36 - habit - In that case the owner bears responsibility for the loss because he knew it could happen 
again. 
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