
So What Do We Do?
Deuteronomy 21:1-23

So what do we do with this chapter?  What do we do with 
these passages of the Old Testament that seem so…outdated?  
What do we do with these Old Testament laws that not only seem 
irrelevant  to us today, but actually come across as offensive?  
These are the sorts of laws that give the Bible a bad name with 
some people, they give ground for some people to accuse 
Christianity of wickedness, especially in a day such as ours when 
it is so popular to demand that the current generation to pay 
reparations and in return for the sins of previous generations.  
These verses can seem harsh, abusive, even brutal. 

So what do we do, for example, with,
v.10-12

Or,
v.20-21

Before I answer the question specifically, of what we do with 
those verses, let me emphasize a very important general 
principle.  It is the general principle that keeps from ignoring these 
verses altogether, as some Christians would do.  But it also keeps 
me from seeking to applying these verses directly and exactly as 
they are written, applying them today exactly as they were to be 
applied by the nation of Israel in the day of Moses.

The general principle begins with this awareness, that in the 
Old Testament the church and the state were the same.  So the 
nation of Israel, as a nation, was exactly the same as the 
covenant people of God.  The nation of God was the nation of 
Israel.  The King of Israel sat upon the throne of God.  And to be a 
member of the nation of God’s people, to be one of God’s 

covenant people, you had to be a citizen of the nation of Israel.  
And in that context, there are a number of laws in the Old 
Testament that apply to that Old Testament nation, that civil 
nation, that no longer abide since that nation no longer exists.  In 
other words, when the nation of Israel ceased to exist, when it 
was destroyed as it was by the Roman army in 70 AD, the civil 
laws of that nation expired with the nation.  

And so now, in the New Testament, that so-called nation of 
God’s people is no longer a civil or political nation at all.  But it is 
the church.  That was the great transformation brought about by 
the incarnation of Jesus as the second person of the trinity.  The 
point is that with that change from the civil nation of Israel being 
the kingdom of God to the church being the kingdom of God, the 
civil law expired.  But what remains are the general principles of 
those laws as they would be applied in the context of the church.

Now, let me be clear.  I’m not talking about what we usually 
call the moral law.  The abiding moral law, summarized in the 10 
commandments, doesn’t expire with Israel as a nation.  The 
commandments forbidding murder, adultery, stealing and lying 
abide.  They continue!  That’s the nature of the moral law.

The Bible also includes a lot of what we call ceremonial laws, 
mostly dealing with animal sacrifices, which are clearly ended 
when Jesus came as the perfect sacrifice.  We no longer sacrifice 
animals, because Jesus sacrificed himself once and for all.  But 
what about these civl laws?  That’s our focus this morning.  With 
regard to the civil law, what remains are the general principles of 
those laws as they would be applied in the context of the church.  
So what are those general principles?  The first one is pretty easy, 
since it has to do with with what we often call the sanctity of life.  I 
will state all these general principles in terms of the word glory, 
and thus this first one is,
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I. THE GLORY OF HUMAN LIFE.
Obviously, the root of this idea is embedded in the moral law, 

in the ten commandments.  And even before the ten 
commandments were given as such by God to Moses on Mt. 
Sinai, this general principle was written upon the heart of all 
mankind, from our creation in the image of God.  In other words, 
when Cain killed his brother Abel, the sixth commandment wasn’t 
needed in order to define that sin.  It was part of what we usually 
call the natural law, the law of nature written upon the heart of 
human beings are hated in the image of God.  In our text this 
morning, we see that natural law with regard to the sanctity of 
human applied to a very specific and practical situation.

v.1-4

In other words, a sacrifice.  But why?  What is the underlying 
reason for this obligation in Old Testament Israeli law?  I think 
there is a simple and clear answer.  The murder had to be 
avenged.  That is to say, the murderer should suffer the 
punishment for that crime, because the sanctity of human life is 
such an important principle.  Allowing murder to go unpunished is 
an offense against the sanctity of human life.  

That provision is, of course, expressed clearly in the Old 
Testament before the actual law of Moses was revealed.  
Remember after the flood, in the days of Noah, after the whole 
generation of mankind was killed in the flood, and God would start 
over, as it were, with Noah and his family?  This provision of the 
covenant was made clear,

Genesis 9:6 “Whoever sheds man’s blood, By man his blood 
shall be shed; For in the image of God He made man.  7 And as 
for you, be fruitful and multiply; Bring forth abundantly in the earth 
And multiply in it.”

The life of a man or woman created in God’s image had to be 

avenged.  More accurately, the idea is,

A. The necessity of an atonement.
In the Old Testament, that meant a sacrifice.  A sacrifice to 

atone for the sin.  The sacrifice of an animal.  If the murderer was 
not known, they this provision in Deuteronomy 21 was 
established so that the murder itself would not remain un-
resolved.  Without atonement.  And the common-sense provision 
was that the animal to be sacrificed would be provided by the 
nearest city.

Notice how this civil law so closely interacts with the 
ceremonial laws of the Old Testament priesthood.  It was the 
priest who would offer the sacrifice, the sacrifice of atonement, 
the sacrifice made necessary by the existence of the sin of 
murder.

v.5-9

Through this sacrifice, the Lord himself would provide the 
atonement.  The Lord himself would “make it right,” as we might 
say today.  No one was going to be punished, because the 
murderer was not identified, but the case was still settled.  The 
murder of still avenged according to the requirements of justice.  
And the glory of the human life was still protected and promoted.  
The sacrifice was given.

One more thought in that regard with regard to the meaning of 
atonement.

v.9

“You shall put away the guilt of innocent blood.”  That is, the 
blood of the murder victim. Which is to say, justice is satisfied.  
The demands of justice are fulfilled.  And that is,
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B. The principle of propitiation.
Propitiation is a big word that refers to God’s justice.  Actually, 

it is the wrath of his justice.  The demands of his justice.  
Propitiation simply means that the demands of that justice are 
satisfied.  The penalty has been paid.  We often use the phrase 
today with reference to those sentenced to a prison term for their 
crimes, a debt to society.  That is what is being paid.  And that is 
the great overriding general principle of this paragraph.  The 
demands of justice were met, even if a murderer couldn’t be 
found or identified to be punished himself.

v.9

Now, let me make a really important point based upon this 
general principle of the Old Testament civil law.  This idea of 
atonement, this necessarily of atonement, the need for 
propitiation is exactly the reason why Jesus came into this world 
as a man, and why he submitted himself not only to the moral law 
of God, but to all the demands of God’s justice.  You see, in terms 
of this general principle of propitiation, or atonement, we are now 
able to escape the demands of God’s justice for our own sins.  
Because Jesus satisfied that justice himself.  He was the 
propitiation for our sins, the atoning sacrifice for our sins.  He paid 
the penalty for our sins.  He satisfied the justice of God’s wrath 
that our sins earned.  

So do you see why this is such an important point?  For the 
Apostle Paul, this principle of atonement or propitiation is at the 
very heart and center of the whole of the gospel.

Rom. 3:23  “…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God, 24 being justified freely by His grace through the redemption 
that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God set forth as a propitiation by 
His blood, through faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, 
because in His forbearance God had passed over the sins that 
were previously committed, 26 to demonstrate at the present time 

His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the 
one who has faith in Jesus.”

That’s the first general principle the civil law we find in 
Deuteronomy 21.  Propitiation.  The satisfaction of the demands 
of justice.  And that general principle shows to us the very reason 
why Jesus came into this world as a man.  The second general 
principle might seem a bit more difficult to understand.

v.10-14

Now, right off the bat, let me say this, that this provision of the 
law had a context, a context in the Old Testament nation of Israel.  
It is not a defense of slavery, nor a defense of the treatment of 
women as objects to be owned or abused.  In a sense, there isn’t 
here a moral evaluation of every detail, but rather a simple 
acceptance of the situation as it was then.  To the victor in a war 
belonged the spoils.  Including the people.  

Upon close examination, while these verses might seem to us, 
from our vantage point in the 21st century, to be rather abusive of 
women, but the idea in context is actually something quite the 
opposite, which I would identify as,

II. THE GLORY OF A WOMAN.
In other words, rather than reacting to these verses with 

revulsion that slavery seemed to be imposed, and that the abuse 
of forced marriage seemed to be imposed, I believe we should 
see these passages in the context of what God does to provide 
for a woman, to exalt her glory, to demonstrate the honor and 
respect she is to be given.

So a victor in a war would in that age would assume authority 
over the people conquered.  In that sense, they would become 
servants.  Not slaves, as we typically define it by the history of our 
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country, but nonetheless servants.  So the reality of verse 10 is 
simply assumed.

v.10

But what about the women?  What about marrying the women 
in the land you conquered?  Is that permitted?  What we read are 
actually restraints and restrictions put upon the men who have 
won the war.  And actually, I find all these restrictions to be 
evidence of mercy.  In other words, 

A. Mercy must be shown to a woman.
So why shave her head and trim her nails?  Those are 

symbols of cleansing, customary signs of purification.  The picture 
is not one of abuse, certainly not one of government sanctioned 
rape, but instead it is a picture of a proper desire for marriage, so 
the woman is given mercy in the opportunity to be purified, to be 
ceremonially cleansed.  One significant commentator makes this 
observation, that these actions function “as symbols of her 
passing out of the state of a slave, and of her reception into the 
fellowship of the covenant nation. This is perfectly obvious in her 
laying aside her prisoner's clothes.”  She puts off the signs of 
captivity.  She isn’t a slave anymore, but a beloved wife.  That’s 
actually the point!  

And she is even given time to mourn her father and mother.  
She is given time to adjust, time to join her new nation, and her 
new family.  All of that as required by God was a show of mercy to 
her.  She is no longer to be treated as a slave, but given the 
privileges and glory of a new identity.  And with such mercy, she is 
given time to make that adjustment with full recognize of her need 
to grieve, before the marriage would be established.    

v.13
And then, the regulations continue.
v.14

So the emphasis is upon the duty and obligation of the 
husband to love her!  Again, the picture is not one of abuse and 
domination, but much more a picture of marriage as it ought to be 
by God’s design, with a wife who enjoys the love of her husband.  
In that context, there is another restriction placed upon the 
husband, for the protection of the woman.  If she isn’t going to be 
loved, then the man must still provide for her well-being.  He must 
grant her the protection offered by this provision of the civil law.

B. Protection must be given to a woman.
v.14

She is to be shown mercy.  Even in that Old Testament 
context.  She is to be shown mercy.  “You shall not treat her 
brutally.”  The Hebrew word there refers to the behavior of a 
tyrant.  One who abuses his authority.  And that abiding principle 
is one that must be kept and carried into the experiences of our 
culture and our churches today.  There is much too much 
occasion for women to be treated brutally today, in our culture.  All 
too often men interpret their authority as a license for tyranny.  
And they can be brutal.  That happens all too often our culture, 
and in our churches.  All too often we just turn a blind eye.  This 
biblical emphasis is missed entirely, ignored and even despised.  
The abuse, verbal, physical and sexual that women endure to this 
day is often unspeakable.  In the world.  And in the church!  I am 
well aware of its existence, even in the OPC.

The general principles of God’s word need to be understood 
and applied clearly.  A man, a husband especially, is not to treat a 
woman brutally!  He must not treat her as a tyrant.  But with honor 
and respect.  And as Jesus would express the duty of a husband, 
he is to lay down his life for her, to be her servant.  Even as he 
accepts the responsibilities of headship.  A man is to love his wife 
as Christ loved his church, giving up his life for her.  That is the 
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glory of a woman according to God’s design.

There is a third way in which we see the glory of woman 
demonstrated, and that is in the matter of showing favoritism.  Or 
discrimination.  And the general principle is that,

C. Discrimination must not be shown to a woman.
v.15-17

The backdrop is that in the Old Testament, the firstborn had 
many privileges and many responsibilities.  And both of those 
centered upon the inheritance.  The picture in these verses is, I 
believe, not so much one of polygamy as it is of a man remarrying 
after the death of his wife.  And the idea is simple, recognizing the 
sinful propensity of men to play favorites.  So if the first wife, who 
bore the firstborn son was not loved as much as a second wife, 
still the duty and obligation to that firstborn son is established by 
the law, not by the personal preferences of the husband.  

Again, in other words, there is no right to discriminate.  The 
husband, the father, has no right to show favoritism to the son of 
the women more fully loved.  He must fulfill the duties of the 
regulations of the law.

v.17

Again, despite the seemingly inappropriate sense of much of 
that in the context of our own culture, the point is that God is 
providing for the protection of the woman, and her children, by 
restraining the man, the husband from doing whatever he wants!  
He must follow and observe all of God’s laws and regulations.  
And in so doing, give honor and glory to the woman!

Then finally, 
v.18-21

My reference here is simply,

III. THE GLORY OF VIRTUE.
In order to emphasize that virtue, even to define it, we observe 

the opposite.  Wickedness.  It is the wickedness of rebellion.
v.18-20

Interestingly, we often try to downplay the seriousness of our 
sins.  We often try to sugar coat our sinfulness, by giving it more 
innocent sounding names or labels.  Maybe we redefine it 
altogether, so it isn’t even defined as sin any longer.  But here the 
sin is clearly identified, and it is the sin of the heart.  The sin of 
rebellion.  Combined with the word translated stubborn.   A man 
has a stubborn and rebellious son.

Drastic action is called for.  The son is, in essence, disowned.  
He is brought out of his house, brought by his parents and turned 
over to the elders of the city.  There is nothing left for the parents 
to do.  Specific sins are mentioned as well, “he is a glutton and a 
drunkard.”

So what’s the point?  What is the abiding principle that is still 
appropriate for us today?  I begin the answer to that question by 
emphasizing that,

A. Rebellion is the sin of covenant-breaking.
That’s why, in the Old Covenant, this rebellious son was 

brought to the elders of the city.  He has broken the covenant, he 
has breached his relationship with his parents, and thus he has 
demonstrated himself to be a covenant breaker.  And it was that 
covenant community, not the family, that had preeminence in the 
Old Testament context, so he had to be exposed and then 
punished as a covenant breaker.  The punishment was severe. 

v.21a
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Again, the abiding principle is that the nature of sin is, in fact, 
rebellion.  Rebellion against God.  It’s not just a mistake.  It’s not 
just an error or even a character defect.  It’s not a sickness that 
simply needs to be treated with some degree of therapy.  It is 
stubborn rebellion.  Sin as stubborn rebellion amounts to breaking 
the covenant with God.

We need to preserve this sense of the heinousness of sins 
today.  We need to confess, not just specific things that we might 
have said or done, but we need to confess that there remains, in 
our hearts, that rebellion against God.  Every time you sin, you 
are expressing such rebellion.  It is that serious.

And, in terms of the covenant people of God, there is,

B. The need for separation from evil.
Why was this son stoned to death?  Moses tells us.
v.21b

It isn’t hard to identify and define the abiding principle in that, 
because the Apostle Paul does it for us.

1 Cor. 5:9  “I wrote to you in my epistle not to keep company 
with sexually immoral people. 10 Yet I certainly did not mean with 
the sexually immoral people of this world, or with the covetous, or 
extortioners, or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of 
the world. 11 But now I have written to you not to keep company 
with anyone named a brother, who is sexually immoral, or 
covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or an 
extortioner—not even to eat with such a person. 12 For what 
have I to do with judging those also who are outside? Do you not 
judge those who are inside? 13 But those who are outside God 
judges. Therefore “put away from yourselves the evil person.”

Clearly, thankfully, the covenant people of God today don’t 

exercise capital punishment.  But we do exercise what is typically 
called church discipline.  The principle abides, the need for 
separation from evil.    “Therefore ‘put away from yourselves the 
evil person.’”

Paul defines that process a little further earlier in that same 
chapter.

1 Cor. 5:4  “In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when you 
are gathered together, along with my spirit, with the power of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, 5 deliver such a one to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of 
the Lord Jesus.  6 Your glorying is not good. Do you not know that 
a little leaven leavens the whole lump? 7 Therefore purge out the 
old leaven, that you may be a new lump, since you truly are 
unleavened. For indeed Christ, our Passover, was sacrificed for 
us. 8 Therefore let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, nor with 
the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened 
bread of sincerity and truth.”

One final thought, in terms of the glory of virtue, which is to 
emphasize,

C. The curse of covenant-breaking.
This is how the glory of virtue is stressed, by emphasizing the 

penalty and punishment which wickedness deserves.  The curse 
which the rebellion of sin has earned.  And that curse, as 
originally announced in the Garden of Eden, is clear.  The curse 
of sin is death.  The wages of sin is death.

So Moses makes reference to that curse in,
v.22-23

Interesting, isn’t it, that in the infliction of the curse of death 
upon the rebellious sinner, there is still provision made for the 
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purity of the promised land.  So don’t let a dead body remain 
overnight hung upon a tree.  I should note that crucifixion wasn’t 
the Hebrew method of execution, but hanging on the tree in public 
was a means of displaying the effects of sin, likely intended to 
serve as a warning to others who might be tempted to sin in 
similar ways.  It was a public humiliation.  But still, don’t leave the 
body handing overnight.  “For he who is hanged is accursed of 
God.”  

And we can easily understand exactly how that principle 
continues to abide today.  And our focus returns to Jesus, and 
what Jesus endured when he was hung upon a tree, when he put 
to death not for his sins but for ours.  He endured that curse for 
our sake.  To free us from the necessity of enduring that curse 
ourselves.

Gal. 3:13  “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, 
having become a curse for us (for it is written, “Cursed is 
everyone who hangs on a tree”), 14 that the blessing of Abraham 
might come upon the Gentiles in Christ Jesus, that we might 
receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.”

So the glory of virtue remains.  And the need for separation 
from evil.  But ultimately, of course, you need to understand that it 
is Jesus who satisfied the curse of death for your sake, that you 
who believe in him might be freed from that curse, that you might 
have eternal life.  As I end, let me go back to,

Rom. 3:22. “For there is no difference; 23 for all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God, 24 being justified freely by His 
grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom 
God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, through faith, to 
demonstrate His righteousness, because in His forbearance God 
had passed over the sins that were previously committed, 26 to 
demonstrate at the present time His righteousness, that He might 
be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.”

Praise the Lord that Jesus is the one who was cursed, who 
hung upon a tree, so that those who believe in him might have 
eternal life.
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