
5782 – Exodus 21-24 - Mishpatim (Judgements) 
 
21:1"These are the laws (mishpatim) you are to set before them: 
 
ֵאֶּלהוְ  .1 .1 —And these. Rashi notes that whenever a connecting letter vav 

[and] precedes the word ֵאֶּלה, these, it implies a continuation of the 

previous subject—in this case,the Ten Commandments. Accordingly, 
the presence of the letter vav at the beginning of this Sidrah is a dec-
laration that just as the Ten Commandments were received by Israel at 
Mount Sinai, so were the laws presented here. 

Thus, at the very onset of the discussion of the civil code, which be-
gins with this Sidrah, the Torah reminds us that all Jewish law is of Di-
vine origin. For justice, the basis of law, we cannot depend upon man's 
heart but on the guidance of God, as King David declared, Justice looks 
down from heaven (Psalms85:12). It emanates from Hashem, who is its 
only source. This inability of man to know the essence and nature of 
justice on his own stems from man's limited understanding of himself 
and others, in comparison to the all-knowing view of Hashem. 

Hashem set up our rights and duties to others in much the same way 
as He established the fundamental laws governing planetary movements 
and plant growth. In both cases, man's intellect fails to understand their 
basic and fundamental principles. As with the laws of nature, the To-
rah's laws of human society become more meaningful and under-
standable to us the more we study and live by them. Sometimes, the 
Law appears at first as non-rational in nature, but it unfolds to reveal its 
beauty and truth even as we observe it. This view is supported by the 
historical fact that over the centuries, despite the best of intentions, 
man-made laws have ultimately led to injustices when transposed from 
the abstract into a live human society and environment. As King David 
writes, Hashem declares His word to Jacob, His statutes and His ordi-
nances unto Israel. He has not dealt so with any other nation. His laws 
were not made known to them (Psalms 147:19,20).1  
a. ִמְׁשָפט (mishpat)—justice, judgments, ordinance. 

The primary sense of טפ ׁש  (shafat) is to exercise the processes of 
government. Since, however, the ancients did not always divide the 
functions of government, as most modern governments do, be-
tween legislative, executive, and judicial functions (and depart-
ments) the common translation, "to judge," misleads us. For, the 
word, judge, as shafat is usually translated, in modern English, 
means to exercise only the judicial function of government. Unless 

 
1 Rabbi Elie Munk, The Call of the Torah, Shemos, (Mesorah Publications, Ltd.), pp. 

292-311. 

one wishes in a context of government, civil, religious, or otherwise 
consistently to translate as "to govern or rule," the interpreter must 
seek more specialized words to translate a word of such broad 
meaning in the modern world scene. For the participle2 NIV uses 
"leader."  
The meaning of shafat is further complicated by the fact that alt-
hough the ancients knew full well what law—whether civil, religious, 
domestic or otherwise—was, they did not think of themselves as 
ruled by laws rather than by men as modern people like to sup-
pose themselves to be. The centering of law, rulership, govern-
ment in a man was deeply ingrained. "The administration of justice 
in all early eastern nations, as among the Arabs of the desert to this 
day, rests with the patriarchal seniors ... Such ... would have the 
requisite leisure, would be able to make their decisions respected, 
and through the wider intercourse of superior station would decide 
with fuller experience and riper reflection." (TWOT).  

b. Romans 10:5-13 
5Moses writes this about the righteousness that is by the law: "The 
person who does these things will live by them" (Lev 18:5). 6But the 
righteousness that is by faith says: "Do not say in your heart, 'Who 
will ascend into heaven?'" (that is, to bring Messiah down) 7"or 'Who 
will descend into the deep?'" (that is, to bring Messiah up from the 
dead). 8But what does it say? "The word is near you; it is in your 
mouth and in your heart," (Deu 30:11-14) that is, the message con-
cerning faith that we proclaim: 9If you declare with your mouth, 
"Yeshua is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him 
from the dead, you will be saved. 10For it is with your heart that 
you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you 
profess your faith and are saved. 11As Scripture says, "Anyone who 
believes in him will never be put to shame" (Isa 28:16). 12For there is 
no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of 
all and richly blesses all who call on him, 13for, "Everyone who calls 
on the name of the Lord will be saved" (Joel 2:32).  
1) Deuteronomy 30:11-14 

11Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for 
you or beyond your reach. 12It is not up in heaven, so that you 
have to ask, "Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim 
it to us so we may obey it?" 13Nor is it beyond the sea, so that 
you have to ask, "Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it 

 
2 A (participal is a) word formed from a verb (e.g., going, gone, being, been) and 

used as an adjective (e.g., working woman, burned toast ) or a noun (e.g., good 
breeding ). In English, participles are also used to make compound verb forms 
(e.g., is going, has been). 



to us so we may obey it?" 14No, the word is very near you; it is in 
your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it. 

 
-The ordinances.The Midrash observes that the Torah is giv—ַהִּמְׁשָּפִטים .2

en totally within the context of law and justice. Thus, the Ten Com-
mandments are preceded in the Torah by the chapter concerning the 
establishment of the institution of justice they judged the people at all 
times (18:26)—and followed by the chapter which comprises the prin-
ciples of law (Sidrah Mishpatim) ... Thus law and justice are the "body-
guards" protecting the forward movement of universal morality 
which the Ten Commandments represent. 

Although the Torah's laws of justice are mentioned right at the 
start of Jewish legislation, the moral and ethical rules appear after in 
Leviticus (ch. 19). This order is consistent with the fundamental prin-
ciple that the basic structure of society depends upon a framework 
of justice, while the rules of love and moral development serve as its 
crowning touch. The Torah's first concern was to establish a system of 
unbiased justice—honest, objective, and uncompromising. Every hu-
man being has the right to demand just treatment from his fellowman. 
Yet, this system of law leaves gaps and voids, which can only be bal-
anced by human kindness and love. The Torah begins its legislation by 

offering the basic principles of ִדין, justice. However, man must not 

stop there. He must strive to attain the ultimate perfection, ֶחֶסד, love, 

on his own initiative, inspired by Hashem's guidance.  
a. The mishpatim (judgements or ordinances) are “rational” laws, e.g., 

laws which prohibit murder and stealing.  
1) hd'[e (ei-dah)—testimony—from the word, to bear witness—always 

of laws as divine testimonies or solemn charges.  
1] Edut can be rationally explained, but they are not necessitat-

ed by rational considerations. Had G-d not decreed them, 
man would not have invented them, e.g., laws regarding the 
Sabbath and the Holy-Days.  

2) qxo (chôk)—statute, something prescribed, enactment.  
 

1] Chukim are laws which transcend our understanding. We 
obey them simply because they are the word of G-d, e.g., 
the instructions concerning circumcision, kashrut and the 
Red Heifer.  

b. The seventh of the Seven Noahide Laws requires establishing 
courts/legal system to ensure law and obedience.  

c. ִּדין (din)—bring justice ( = redress a wrong) to someone, help some-

one obtain justice, pass sentence, execute justice.  
d. ֶחֶסד (chesed)—KJV: kindness, lovingkindness, mercy. RSV: steadfast 

love, occasionally loyalty, NAS: loving kindness, kindness, love, NIV: 
unfailing love. 

 
 Before them. The laws of justice must be studied, not only by—ִלְפֵניֶהם .3

jurists and others who administer the law, but by the entire Jewish 
people. Thus, you shall place before them, refers to all the members 
of the nation, young and old. Everyone must be familiar with the 
rights and duties of the individual towards his fellowman and society. 
Furthermore, in accordance with Jethro's advice, every seventh or 
eighth person was called on to be a judge. Ramban points out that 
such an abundance of judges was advantageous for setting up a rapid 
and efficient system of justice in Israel. All misdemeanors, larceny, 
and unlawful behavior could be punished without delay, and this con-
tributed greatly in raising the level of morality within the nation. Ac-
cordingly, even today it is customary for students to begin their Tal-
mudic studies with the tractates concerning questions of social jus-
tice, e.g. Bava Metzia.3 

In another view, expressed by R' Tarfon4 (Gittin [Divorce Docu-
ments] 88b), you shall place before them refers specifically to the sev-
enty elders who comprise the Sanhedrin. They are obligated to apply 
and expand upon the Written Law in conformity with the principles of 
the Oral Law. It is not practical to make the law sufficiently detailed 
and comprehensive so that it deals with all circumstances that may 
arise. Therefore, certain underlying rules and principles, alluded to in 
the Torah, were transmitted to Moses at Sinai, so that the Sages of 
each generation could use them to infer thenecessary variations of the 
laws as the situation called for (Sefer Halkarim5 3:23). Maggid Mish-

 
3 Bava Metzia (The Middle Gate) is the second of the first three Talmudic tractates 

in the order of Nezikin (Damages), the other two being Bava Kamma and Bava 
Batra. Bava Metzia discusses civil matters such as property law and usury. It also 
examines one's obligations to guard lost property that have been found, or 
property explicitly entrusted to him. 

4 Rabbi Tarphon, a Kohen, was a member of the third generation of the Mishnah 
sages, who lived in the period between the destruction of the Second Temple (70 
CE) and the fall of Betar (135 CE). 

5 Sefer HaIkkarim (Book of Principles) is a fifteenth-century work by Rabbi Joseph 
Albo. It is an eclectic, popular work, whose central task is the exposition of the 
principles of Judaism 



nah6 contends that the Torah purposely worded many of the laws in 
general terms so that the Sages could have the opportunity to deter-
mine the details as they became relevant. 

 
21:2"If you buy a Hebrew servant, he is to serve you for six years. But in the 
seventh year, he shall go free, without paying anything. 
 
 If you buy a Jewish bondsman. The first law is—ִּכי ִתְקֶנה ֶעֶבד ִעְבִרי .2 .1

devoted to safeguarding the human rights of those at the lowest level 
of the social hierarchy—the servants and slaves. A Hebrew servant is 
one who has been forced by circumstances, such as financial dis-
tress, to accept a period of servitude. The Torah emphasizes that 
such servitude must be of a temporary nature and that afterward the 
servant must regain his individual freedom. Eventual liberation is im-
portant because of the inherent worth and dignity of each person. 

However, the Torah did not intend to abolish slavery as such. Jew-
ish law prefers concrete justice over vague declarations of charity. We 
have seen many so-called "free" societies in which the lower classes 
are treated far worse than any slave. The servant or slave needs to be 
treated with dignity and so the Torah places strict limitations upon 
his master's power over him. 

There are only three limited and regulated circumstances by which 
a person canbe subject to bondage. A Jew who is convicted of theft 
but is unable to repay his victim may be sold into limited servitude to 
raise the necessary funds. A Jew who is financially destitute may also 
choose to voluntarily sell himself into limited servitude to feed and 
shelter his family. The last case of servitude applies to the Canaanite 
slave who was legally acquired. Besides these three well defined cas-
es no one is permitted to enslave his fellowman by force or coer-
cion, under any circumstances. Furthermore, the practice of Jews be-
ing sold into bondage for any reason was abolished by the Sages at the 
beginning of the Second Temple period (Gittin 65a). Nevertheless the 
laws concerning the Hebrew servant are still part of the living Torah 
because they offer many lessons of justice and morality that apply for 
all time. 

In the case of the insolvent thief, the Torah rejects imprisonment as 
an appropriate solution. The hostility toward this punishment happerns 
to coincide with that of modern reformers who contend that such sanc-
tions not only fail to improve the individual, but further demoralize 
him. The prisoner spends his time associating with other criminals, 

 
6 Vidal of Tolosa was a Spanish rabbi and scholar of the late 14th century, and is 

often referred to by the sobriquet (i.e., nickname), Harav Ha-Maggid, or the 
Maggid Mishneh, named for his magnum opus by that name. 

growing accustomed to idleness, which encourages vice and a progres-
sive corruption of the spirit. In contrast, Jewish law encourages reform 
through the coercive imposition of labor which is of direct benefit to the 
victim of the crime (Rambam, Hil. Geneiva [Laws of Larceny7] 3:11). This 
system aims at developing both the moral conscience and redressing 
the crime, while the servant is assured the continuity of his family life 
and the safeguarding of his moral and social rights. 

The second case concerns a destitute man seeking to recover his 
economic balance through servitude. In effect, the master becomes the 
patron and protector of the servant during this period. In this time of 
difficulty and uncertainty, the servant is assured the safeguarding of 
his moral and social rights while being shielded from the relative in-
stability of freedom. 

The third case concerns the Canaanite slave who represents the 
fulfillment of Noah's curse: Cursed is Canaan; a slave ... shall he be to 
his brothers (Gen 9:25). Here also, despite the preordained fate of Ca-
naanite slaves,the Torah insists upon their being treated with dignity 
and protected by a a complete system of social rights.  
a. During Europe's Middle Ages, debtors, both men and women, were 

locked up together in a single, large cell until their families paid 
their debt. Debt prisoners often died of diseases contracted from 
other debt prisoners. Conditions included starvation and abuse 
from other prisoners. If the father of a family was imprisoned for 
debt, the family business often suffered while the mother and chil-
dren fell into poverty. Unable to pay the debt, the father often re-
mained in debtors' prison for many years. Some debt prisoners 
were released to become serfs8 or indentured servants (debt bond-
age) until they paid off their debt in labor.9  

b. Slavery is a condition in which one human being was owned by anoth-
er. A slave was considered by law as property, or chattel, and was 
deprived of most of the rights ordinarily held by free persons. 

 
7 For centuries, common law countries have distinguished between larceny and 

robbery. Larceny was traditionally defined as “the felonious taking and carrying 
away of the personal goods of another.” Robbery was considered a “compound 
larceny,” meaning that it contained all of the elements of larceny, but also re-
quired two other elements. First, the taking must be directly from a person or in 
his presence. Second, the taking must be done by “violence or putting [the vic-
tim] in fear.” Modern American statutory definitions are essentially the same—
https://jewishandamericanlaw.wordpress.com/2011/09/15/robbery-vs-larceny-
which-is-worse/. 

8 Feudalism was a set of legal and military customs in medieval Europe that flour-
ished between the 9th and 15th centuries. It can be broadly defined as a system 
for structuring society around relationships derived from the holding of land, 
known as a fiefdom or fief, in exchange for service or labour. 

9 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debtors%27_prison 



There is no consensus on what a slave was or on how the institu-
tion of slavery should be defined. Nevertheless, there is general 
agreement among historians, anthropologists, economists, sociolo-
gists, and others who study slavery that most of the following char-
acteristics should be present in order to term a person a slave. The 
slave was a species of property; thus, he belonged to someone 
else. In some societies slaves were considered movable property, in 
others immovable property, like real estate. They were objects of the 
law, not its subjects. Thus, like an ox or an ax, the slave was not or-
dinarily held responsible for what he did. He was not personally lia-
ble for torts or contracts. The slave usually had few rights and al-
ways fewer than his owner, but there were not many societies in 
which he had absolutely none. As there are limits in most societies 
on the extent to which animals may be abused, so there were limits 
in most societies on how much a slave could be abused. The slave 
was removed from lines of natal descent. Legally, and often socially, 
he had no kin. No relatives could stand up for his rights or get 
vengeance for him. As an “outsider,” “marginal individual,” or “so-
cially dead person” in the society where he was enslaved, his rights 
to participate in political decision making and other social activities 
were fewer than those enjoyed by his owner. The product of a slave’s 
labour could be claimed by someone else, who also frequently had 
the right to control his physical reproduction.10  

c. We believe everyone, everywhere has the right to a life free from 
slavery. But right now, millions of children and adults are trapped 
in slavery in every single country in the world. Including yours.11 

Modern slavery is the severe exploitation of other people for 
personal or commercial gain. Modern slavery is all around us, but 
often just out of sight. People can become entrapped making our 
clothes, serving our food, picking our crops, working in factories, 
or working in houses as cooks, cleaners or nannies. 

From the outside, it can look like a normal job. But people are 
being controlled—they can face violence or threats, be forced into 
inescapable debt, or have had their passport taken away and are 
being threatened with deportation. Many have fallen into this op-
pressive trap simply because they were trying to escape poverty or 
insecurity, improve their lives and support their families. Now, they 
can’t leave.  
40 million people are estimated to be trapped in modern slavery 
worldwide:  

 
10 https://www.britannica.com/topic/slavery-sociology 
11 https://www.antislavery.org/slavery-today/modern-slavery/ 

 1 in 4 of them are children. 
 Almost three quarters (71%) are women and girls. 
 Over 10,000 were identified as potential victims by the authori-

ties in the UK in 2019.  
c. Philemon 1:1-21 (CJB) 

1From: Sha'ul, a prisoner for the sake of the Messiah Yeshua, and 
brother Timothy To: Our dear fellow-worker Philemon ... 3Grace and 
shalom to you ... 4I thank my God every time I mention you in my 
prayers, Philemon, 5for I am hearing about your love and commit-
ment to the Lord Yeshua and to all God's people. 6I pray that the 
fellowship based on your commitment will produce full under-
standing of every good thing that is ours in union with the Messiah. 
7For your love has given me much joy and encouragement. Brother, 
you have refreshed the hearts of God's people. 8Therefore, I would 
not hesitate, in union with the Messiah, to direct you to do the 
thing you ought to do. 9But since I Sha'ul, am the kind of person I 
am, an old man and now for the Messiah Yeshua's sake a prisoner 
besides, I prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love. 10My request 
to you concerns my son, of whom I became the father while here in 
prison, Onesimus. 11His name means "useful," and although he was 
once useless to you, he has now become most useful—not only to 
you but also to me; 12so that in returning him to you I am sending 
a part of my very heart. 13I would dearly have loved to keep him 
with me, in order for him to serve me in your place while I am in 
prison because of the Good News. 14But I didn't want to do anything 
without your consent, so that the good you do for me may be vol-
untary and not forced. 15Perhaps the reason he was separated from 
you for a brief period was so that you could have him back forever, 
16no longer as a slave but as more than a slave, as a dear brother. 
And that he is, especially to me. But how much dearer he must be 
to you, both humanly and in union with the Lord! 17So if you are in 
fellowship with me, receive him as you would me. 18And if he has 
wronged you in any way or owes you anything, charge it to me. 19I, 
Sha'ul, write with my own hand. I will repay it. (I won't mention, of 
course, that you owe me your very life.) 20Yes, brother, please do 
me this favor in the Lord; refresh my heart in the Messiah. 
21Trusting that you will respond positively, I write knowing that 
you will indeed do more than I am asking.  
1) Slavery in ancient Rome played an important role in society and 

the economy. Besides manual labour, slaves performed many 
domestic services and might be employed at highly skilled jobs 
and professions. Accountants and physicians were often slaves. 
Slaves of Greek origin in particular might be highly educated. 



Unskilled slaves, or those sentenced to slavery as punishment, 
worked on farms, in mines, and at mills.12 

Slaves were considered property under Roman law and 
had no legal personhood. Most slaves would never be freed. 
Unlike Roman citizens, they could be subjected to corporal 
punishment, sexual exploitation (prostitutes were often 
slaves), torture and summary execution. Over time, however, 
slaves gained increased legal protection, including the right to 
file complaints against their masters. 

One major source of slaves had been Roman military expan-
sion during the Republic. The use of former enemy soldiers as 
slaves led perhaps inevitably to a series of en masse armed re-
bellions, the Servile Wars, the last of which was led by Sparta-
cus. During the Pax Romana of the early Roman Empire (1st–2nd 
centuries [CE]), the emphasis was placed on maintaining stabil-
ity, and the lack of new territorial conquests dried up this sup-
ply line of human trafficking. To maintain an enslaved work-
force, increased legal restrictions on freeing slaves were put into 
place. Escaped slaves would be hunted down and returned 
(often for a reward). There were also many cases of poor people 
selling their children to richer neighbours as slaves in times of 
hardship.  

d. Exodus 20:13-16 
13"You shall not murder. 
14"You shall not commit adultery. 
15"You shall not steal. 
16"You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.  
1) Exodus 21:12 (cf. Lev 24:17) 

"Anyone who strikes a person with a fatal blow is to be put to 
death.  

2) Leviticus 20:10 
"If a man commits adultery with another man's wife with the 
wife of his neighbor both the adulterer and the adulteress are to 
be put to death.  

3) Deuteronomy 19:15-20 
15One witness is not enough to convict anyone accused of any 
crime or offense they may have committed. A matter must be 
established by the testimony of two or three witnesses. 16If a ma-
licious witness takes the stand to accuse someone of a crime, 

 
12 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_in_ancient_Rome#:~:text=Slavery%20in% 

20ancient%20Rome%20played,in%20society%20and%20the%20economy.&text=Sl
aves%20of%20Greek%20origin%20in,and%20had%20no%20legal%20personhood. 

17the two people involved in the dispute must stand in the pres-
ence of the LORD before the priests and the judges who are in 
office at the time. 18The judges must make a thorough investiga-
tion, and if the witness proves to be a liar, giving false testimony 
against a fellow Israelite, 19then do to the false witness as that 
witness intended to do to the other party. You must purge the 
evil from among you. 20The rest of the people will hear of this 
and be afraid, and never again will such an evil thing be done 
among you.  

 לֹא ִּתְגֹנב  (4
1) “Do not steal”—but here, listed among two other (and possi-

bly a third) capital crimes for which the punishment is death. 
So, there are many who believe this refers to “the stealing of 
a soul” or kidnaping. 

 
24:9Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel 
went up 10and saw the God of Israel. Under his feet was something like a 
pavement made of lapis lazuli, as bright blue as the sky. 11But God did 
not raise his hand against these leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, 
and they ate and drank. 
 
1. 10and saw the God of Israel. 

a. ַוִּיְראּו ֵאת ֱאֹלֵהי ִיְׂשָרֵאל  (va-yir-oo et Elohei Yisrael)—and they saw the 

God of Israel.   
1) OKE—And they saw the Glory of the God of Israel ...  
2) PJE—And Nadab and Abihu lifted up their eyes, and saw the glo-

ry of the God of Israel ...  
3) John 1:14 

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We 
have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who 
came from the Father, full of grace and truth.  

b. v.11—Great! God is not going to kill us ... let’s eat!  
 
 
 
 
 


