
Torah Portion: Mishpatim (Exodus 21:1-24:18)

[The focus of this Torah portion series is family structure and function as revealed in Scripture. 

I.e., headship, patriarchy, marriage, etc, graduating to understanding community and Israel as a 

whole. If you have not read other portions up to this point, you may want to as parts build on 

previous lessons in Torah, available at: https://natsab.com/torah-portion-series/ ]

Having just given the Ten Words and instruction on how to build an altar, YHVH tells Moses,

Exodus 21 “Now these are the ordinances which you are to set 

before them:

Another passage of Scripture should immediately come to mind,

Malachi 4:4 “Remember the law [Torah] of Moses My servant, even 
the statutes and ordinances which I commanded him in Horeb for all 
Israel.

5 “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming
of the great and terrible day of the LORD. 6 He will restore the hearts of 
the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their 
fathers, so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse.”

The Torah in general and the statutes and ordinances in particular, as given at Horeb, or Mt. 

Sinai, are critical to remember and do in these last days before ‘the great and terrible day of the 

Lord.’  All of the Torah must be taken very seriously for those who desire salvation. Consider the

first half of that chapter,

Malachi 4 “For behold, the day is coming, burning like a furnace; and 
all the arrogant and every evildoer will be chaff; and the day that is 
coming will set them ablaze,” says the LORD of hosts, “so that it will 
leave them neither root nor branch.” 2 “But for you who fear My name, 
the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings; and you will
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go forth and skip about like calves from the stall.   3   You will tread down 
the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles of your feet on the 
day which I am preparing,” says the LORD of hosts.

We will consider some of the specific ordinances that touch on our primary topics of headship 

and patriarchy as well as roles of men and women.

Exodus 21:2 “If you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall serve for six years; 
but on the seventh he shall go out as a free man without payment. 3 If 
he comes alone, he shall go out alone; if he is the husband of a wife, 
then his wife shall go out with him. 4 If his master gives him a wife, 
and she bears him sons or daughters, the wife and her children shall 
belong to her master, and he shall go out alone. 5 But if the slave 
plainly says, ‘I love my master, my wife and my children; I will not go 
out as a free man,’ 6 then his master shall bring him to God, then he 
shall bring him to the door or the doorpost. And his master shall pierce
his ear with an awl; and he shall serve him permanently.

Slavery, or bondservanthood, seems an odd topic to begin with, however, it is clear that God is 

very concerned with the relationship between men and their care for His people, whether slave or

free.  Further, He is particular about His care for Hebrews. His people are treated better still than 

people in general.

A Hebrew could indenture themselves or sell themselves into slavery for up to six years in order 

to settle a debt or find a way out of an otherwise difficult situation.  While our purposes are not 

to necessarily explain and defend all aspects of servanthood in Israel, suffice it to say, God does 

not appear to have a problem with it as He regulates it.  We will see through this portion and in 

several others that God places special protective boundaries on servants so that masters could not

abuse their position and lord it over others in an unrighteous manner.

What is significant is that a holy God could have simply outlawed the practice and said, ‘No 

slavery,’ however, He didn’t. While Christendom will state that He was ‘allowing a cultural 

practice, but didn’t endorse it,’ He never condemns it.  He simply says, ‘If you are going to have 

a slave, this is how you treat them with dignity and respect and not abuse them or your position 

as master.  Critically, God will use a similar handling of polygyny, the practice of a man having 



more than one wife, as we’ll see in the very next several verses.

In this passage, it is important to note that the wife given to the slave by the master still belongs 

to the master as well as the fruit of her womb.  However, in the previous verse, the woman of a 

slave, who presumably came with the slave or was purchased by him, remains with the man 

when he goes out.  The key point is who she belongs to.  If the man is married and sells himself 

into indentured servanthood, she belongs to him still.  When he leaves in six years, he takes his 

woman (personal property) with him. (Note: The Hebrew refers to her husband as her ‘ba’al’ or 

‘master,’ a word and concept used over and over in the man-woman relationship..

Calling a person ‘personal property’ makes many in western cultures queasy, but Scripture is not 

so squeamish on the matter.  Understand, authority is a master-servant relationship.  Throughout 

Scripture, the husband-wife relationship is master-servant.  The relationship between the 

Messiah and man is Master-bondservant.  The Apostles knew and understood this well.

Romans 1 Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus,
Philippians 1 Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Christ Jesus,
Titus 1 Paul, a bond-servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ,
James 1 James, a bond-servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,
2 Peter 1 Simon Peter, a bond-servant and apostle of Jesus Christ
Jude 1 Jude, a bond-servant of Jesus Christ, and brother of James,

Every one of these men understood fully the implications of authority and servanthood. They 

understood and embraced the simple fact that their bodies were not their own, they belonged to 

their head and authority the Messiah.  And, we, if we desire His coming, are also bond-servants 

having been bought with a price and are therefore not our own!

Revelation 1 The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to 

show to His bond-servants, the things which must soon take place; 

and He sent and communicated it by His angel to His bond-servant 

John,

Headship and patriarchy are about authority structure. A master-bondservant relationship 

examples in a graphic way the relationship between Messiah and man, or between man and his 



woman.  Recall,

1 Corinthians 11:3 But I want you to understand that Messiah is the 

head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is 

the head of Messiah. 

A second concept central to understanding authority as it relates both with Messiah and in 

marriage and personal relationships is Suzerain-Vassal relationships.  Numerous scholars from 

various backgrounds argue well that God’s relationship with Adam and later with Israel was a 

Suzerain-Vassal relationship whereby the Great King has complete authority over the vassal 

king.  When intimacy and relationship are present, the language often used is ‘father’ and ‘son.’

Suzerainty covenants typically include a historical prologue, obligations, and forms of 

subordination, as well as blessings and curses for obedience or disobedience. All are clear 

elements visible not only in the Garden of Eden, but even more so in Exodus 20 and the book of 

Deuteronomy.

An in depth discussion of suzerainty is beyond our immediate scope, but well worth the reader’s 

time and effort.  The point of introducing it here is that God, the Great King, in giving His Law, 

articulates not only how Israel, both individually and corporately are to relate to Him, but also 

how men are to relate to each other.  This will be evident throughout Torah as we see over and 

over that there are specific 

rules and requirements for 

how man is to interact with 

and care for others who are 

also vassals to the Great 

King.  The picture is also 

displayed in God’s rules for

marriage and how a man is 

to be the suzerain of his 

home with his woman or 

women as vassals under his

authority.



Above is a diagram that illustrates Suzerain-Vassal relations in multiple levels.  This examples 

very well the layers of authority in God’s structure not only for the nation of Israel, but also how 

He operates through the Messiah, men, and their women. Man is both a vassal to the Messiah 

and a suzerain for his home and domain.

It is important to note that two vassals who have a dispute must take it to their common suzerain.

They have no authority to attack or make demands of each other that are outside of any rules or 

covenant expectations their common suzerain might have.  Children with  dispute go to their 

father.  Wives, in a plural home, are to be treated equally and any dispute must be taken to their 

husband, their suzerain or king. Men with a dispute, as we saw in the last portion, would go to 

the judge or escalate a matter to Moses, the representative of God, The Suzerain!

All of Torah is written within this authority framework which the New Testament upholds over 

and over.  See Matthew 18 as well as Paul’s many passages on submission, caring for others, etc.

Our next passage from Exodus begins to reveal God’s use of similar rules for the protection of 

His people, including women who receive special protections.  God, the Great King, gives direct 

instruction to His vassals in how they are to treat their own vassals.

Exodus 21:7 “If a man sells his daughter as a female slave, she is not 
to go free as the male slaves do. 8 If she is displeasing in the eyes of 
her master who designated her for himself, then he shall let her be 
redeemed. He does not have authority to sell her to a foreign people 
because of his unfairness to her. 9 If he designates her for his son, he 
shall deal with her according to the custom of daughters. 10 If he takes 
to himself another woman, he may not reduce her food, her clothing, 
or her conjugal rights. 11 If he will not do these three things for her, 
then she shall go out for nothing, without payment of money.

This passage is a fascinating and clear passage that teaches several important basic truths.

First, God loves women.  He is very intentional here and in many places in Torah to give direct 

instruction on how a woman is to be treated to ensure she is not abused, misused, or taken 

advantage of.  The mere fact that God provides boundaries for male-female relationships 

demonstrate His concern for her wellbeing.



Second, God’s protection ensures that she is treated more justly than a man.  

Thirdly, His regulation of how a man is to act in the circumstance of having more than one wife 

clearly demonstrates that God does not have a problem with men having and caring for more 

than one wife with the stipulation being that the man can meet each of the women’s needs in 

food, clothing or intimacy.  If God had a problem with plural marriage, this was one of many 

opportunities to say, ‘don’t do it.’  Instead, we see Him say, ‘this is how you do it righteously.’

Let’s break this passage down and understand the flow and what it is saying,

7 “If a man sells his daughter as a female slave, she is not to go free as
the male slaves do. 

Daughters were valuable as helpers around the home and light laborers, but they had still more 
value for the bride price they would bring upon being purchased for marriage.  If a man, 
however, found himself or his family in a dire set of circumstances, he could sell himself, as in 
the previous passage, or he could sell a son or daughter.  Sons, or male slaves were required to be
set free after six years of service.  At that point, they were released and on their own to figure out
how to support themselves.  Such was not to be the case for a woman of Israel.  Uncovered, or 
unprotected women were in a shameful and extremely difficult position as they could not provide
for themselves or conduct the business necessary to support themselves.  By preventing them 
from being set free, God was ensuring their protection.  The next three verses guarantee her 
protection in several different scenarios. 

In scenario one, a man purchased her for himself,

8 If she is displeasing in the eyes of her master who designated her for 
himself, then he shall let her be redeemed. He does not have authority
to sell her to a foreign people because of his unfairness to her. 

If he decides that she is not pleasing to him, he must allow her to be redeemed by someone, 
presumably her own family, but certainly not a foreigner. 

In scenario two, the man purchased her for his son and therefore must treat her as his own 
daughter, not some servant girl or second class person.  She has the same rights and privileges as 
any of her master’s daughters.



9 If he designates her for his son, he shall deal with her according to 
the custom of daughters. 

And, in scenario three, the master has taken her as his woman (wife) and then takes another as 

well, the first is protected by guarantee of food, clothing and conjugal rights.

10 If he takes to himself another woman, he may not reduce her food, 
her clothing, or her conjugal rights. 11 If he will not do these three 
things for her, then she shall go out for nothing, without payment of 
money.

If the man doesn’t provide for her needs, including intimacy, he is to release her to her own 

family or another for no money.

In these three scenarios we see God’s very specific instructions to safeguard a woman who has 

been sold into servanthood.  This demonstrates His love and concern for the wellbeing of women

and their protection.  We also see, through this particular set of circumstances, that God does not 

have a problem with a man having more than one wife because He does not outlaw it, rather, He 

mandates guardrails to ensure that the women involved have their needs, both physical and 

emotional, met and are not neglected.  Western culture finds these verses challenging, but recall 

God and Scripture are not western culture.  His ways should be our ways and this one of the 

challenging ones to wrap our mind around. It is an opportunity to be transformed by the 

renewing of our mind and to think His thoughts as He teaches in His Torah.

Continuing in a portion that is loaded, out next clear contact with authority as it relates to 

headship and patriarchy is found just a few verses farther along,

Exodus 21:15 “He who strikes his father or his mother shall surely be 
put to death.

17 “He who curses his father or his mother shall surely be put to death.

While we have recently seen and lightly discussed the fifth commandment, 



Exodus 20:12 “Honor your father and your mother, that your days 
may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.

IN a later passage this portion we read,

Exodus 22:28 “You shall not curse God, nor curse a ruler of your 
people.

We need to clearly understand how very seriously God takes any attack or affront to His 

authority structure. There are countless examples of judgment against men and women for 

touching or speaking against the Lord’s anointed, whether, parent, king, priest, or other.

Exodus 21:22 “If men struggle with each other and strike a woman 
with child so that she gives birth prematurely, yet there is no injury, 
he shall surely be fined as the woman’s husband may demand of him, 
and he shall pay as the judges decide. 23 But if there is any further 
injury, then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, 24 eye for eye, 
tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound 
for wound, bruise for bruise.

Many other verses support the fact that children belong to the man.  We saw an allusion to this previously
in 21:4 where the children belong to the woman’s master.  In this passage, it is the man who demands and
can claim damages according to what the judges’ decision is.  The child hurt, or potentially hurt, is his 
property and as such he has a duty to protect it as an asset.

A side note is warranted here, western culture does not understand the value of children as assets on the 
farm, nor do we understand that people can be owned.  From the earliest point of Scripture a woman is 
owned by, or the personal property of, her husband.  We have previously discussed that there is no word 
in Hebrew for ‘wife.’ The literal Hebrew of ‘his wife’ is ‘his woman.’ The word often translated as 
‘husband’ is ‘baal’ and means ‘master.’  Greco-RomanHellenized western culture regards itself as 
enlightened when they teach egalitarian feminism, however, scripture stands decidedly against such as 
idea and instead has a firm foundation of headship and patriarchy.  God has an authority structure and 
everything He does and every way He acts in according to His ordained structure.

One charge often laid against God, when a person begins to realize how serious God is about His authoity
structure, is that He does not value women as much as He values men.  Such is not the case.  We’ll delve 
into this more deeply later, but God is just in His valuation of  men and women based on several different 
criteria.  The work output of men is higher than women and we will see in a leter portion the justified 
difference in valuation of the genders in this regard.  That same valuation is adjusted based on age as both
young and old have reduced value compared to a man in his prime. Lives, however, receive equal 
treatment.  All lives are valuable, whether male or female.  This next passage illustrates this,



Exodus 21:28 “If an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall 
surely be stoned and its flesh shall not be eaten; but the owner of the 
ox shall go unpunished. 29 If, however, an ox was previously in the 
habit of goring and its owner has been warned, yet he does not 
confine it 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 demanded of him, 
then he shall give for the redemption of his life whatever is demanded 
of him. 31 Whether it gores a son or a daughter, it shall be done to him 
according to the same rule. 32 If the ox gores a male or female slave, 
the owner shall give his or her master thirty shekels of silver, and the 
ox shall be stoned.

Notice, the penalty is the same, whether male or female was injured or killed. Valuation, in other words, 
is the same for each.  God values life equally!

Exodus 22:16 “If a man seduces a virgin who is not engaged, and lies 
with her, he must pay a dowry for her to be his wife. 17 If her father 
absolutely refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money equal to the 
dowry for virgins.

Women have value. Virgins, especially so.  Her purity is directly related to her marital value, a 
right of the father, again illustrating who the children belong to.  An additional point that this 
passage alludes to is that this thing we call marriage does NOT require a pastor, priest, license or 
‘wedding.’  Some may argue that a covenant is necessary to marry, but this passage seems to 
indicate, along with Genesis 2:24 that sex and intent (to be one flesh) seem all that is necessary.

The fact that in this passage the father can override the desires of the man who seduced this 
virgin again confirms that the daughter belongs to the father.  He, therefore, can not only 
override the suitor, but can demand a dowry for the stolen value of his virgin daughter.

Exodus 22:21 “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you 
were strangers in the land of Egypt. 22 You shall not afflict any widow 
or orphan. 23 If you afflict him at all, and if he does cry out to Me, I will
surely hear his cry; 24 and My anger will be kindled, and I will kill you 
with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children
fatherless.

Notice again the ongoing themes here. Referring back to the suzerain-vassal understanding, man 
may not abuse man.  If they do so, they will answer to the suzerain.  In this case, a man may not 



wrong another man, even if non-Israelite.  God is watching and He will not put up with it.

He is still more specific as regards widows and orphans.  Notice again that the allusion is to the 
children belonging to the father, i.e., the judgment is against the men and the children are then 
regarded as orphans, or fatherless. A couple quick passages that support the Scriptural position 
that the children belong to the father include,

Psalm 127:3 Behold, children are a gift of the LORD,
The fruit of the womb is a reward.
4 Like arrows in the hand of a warrior,
So are the children of one’s youth.
5 How blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them;
They will not be ashamed
When they speak with their enemies in the gate.

Psalm 128 How blessed is everyone who fears the LORD,
Who walks in His ways.
2 When you shall eat of the fruit of your hands,
You will be happy and it will be well with you.
3 Your wife shall be like a fruitful vine
Within your house,
Your children like olive plants
Around your table.
4 Behold, for thus shall the man be blessed
Who fears the LORD.

Ephesians 6:4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but 
bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

1 Timothy 3:4 [A father must be] one who manages his own 
household well, keeping his children under control with all dignity 5 

(but if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how 
will he take care of the church of God?),

As we continue to focus on the suzerain-vassal relationship of God with His sons, there is 
another interesting little note in the next passage,

Exodus 23:14 “Three times a year you shall celebrate a feast to Me. 15 

You shall observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread; for seven days you 



are to eat unleavened bread, as I commanded you, at the appointed 
time in the month Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt. And none shall
appear before Me empty-handed. 16 Also you shall observe the Feast of
the Harvest of the first fruits of your labors from what you sow in the 
field; also the Feast of the Ingathering at the end of the year when 
you gather in the fruit of your labors from the field. 17 Three times a 
year all your males shall appear before the Lord GOD.

The first portion of the passage is given for context, but notice that it is the males who are 
required to appear before the Lord.All of Israel is to celebrate, but the males are required to 
appear because they represent their houses.  They are God’s vassals, suzerains of their domains.

We discussed in portion Bo that, except the Pesach command given to the ‘edah’, or 
congregation, all commands are given to  ‘beney Israel’, or sons of Israel.  It is then the 
responsibility of the sons, the men, to teach their household causing them to lead, be the head, 
and take responsibility as kings and priests in their homes.  Here, in verse 17, God is telling the 
sons when they are required to come give a tri-annual accounting for their house to Him in 
Jerusalem.

Exodus 24 Then He said to Moses, “Come up to the LORD, you and 
Aaron, Nadab and Abihu and seventy of the elders of Israel, and you 
shall worship at a distance. 2 Moses alone, however, shall come near to
the LORD, but they shall not come near, nor shall the people come up 
with him.”

3 Then Moses came and recounted to the people all the words of the 
LORD and all the ordinances; and all the people answered with one 
voice and said, “All the words which the LORD has spoken we will do!” 4 

Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD. Then he arose early in the
morning, and built an altar at the foot of the mountain with twelve 
pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel. 5 He sent young men of the sons 
of Israel, and they offered burnt offerings and sacrificed young bulls as
peace offerings to the LORD. 6 Moses took half of the blood and put it in 
basins, and the other half of the blood he sprinkled on the altar. 7 Then
he took the book of the covenant and read it in the hearing of the 
people; and they said, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we
will be obedient!” 8 So Moses took the blood and sprinkled it on the 
people, and said, “Behold the blood of the covenant, which the LORD 
has made with you in accordance with all these words.”



Notice this is marriage covenant language complete with a show of blood.  The vassal bride is 
committed to be obedient to and follow the suzerain master.

Here, Moses and the elders stand before God on behalf of the people they represent - heads, 
patriarchs - who are accountable for those in their care.  In the verses that follow, we see they are
invited to a type of marriage supper.

Exodus 24:9 Then Moses went up with Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and 
seventy of the elders of Israel, 10 and they saw the God of Israel; and 
under His feet there appeared to be a pavement of sapphire, as clear 
as the sky itself. 11 Yet He did not stretch out His hand against the 
nobles of the sons of Israel; and they saw God, and they ate and 
drank.

The covenant is sealed between the representative heads for their tribes and clans.

Much more we could discuss in this portion, but we pray this has blessed you and given much 
food for thought regarding headship, patriarchy and God’s authority structure.

Shabbat shalom.


