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scene of history, all people can know that the penalty for breaking the instructions 
given to Moses and Ancient Israel has been remitted by His sacrifice! We simply 
have to acknowledge His sacrifice by faith, and receive permanent atonement and 
forgiveness for our violation of the Father’s commandments. Additionally, rather 
than being mortally afraid of the bellowing voice of the Holy One, those who are in 
Yeshua have the privilege of listening to the quiet still voice of the Spirit, as they 
seek Him in prayer, supplication, and worship. 

I consider it a great blessing to be a part of the redeemed in Messiah, having the 
opportunity to learn more and more about my Creator and His ways, by studying 
the Torah. The Holy One still desires a people for His own possession, a kingdom of 
priests, and a holy nation (1 Peter 2:9). May we each be found faithful to be a 
part of this company of Believers! 
 
 

Mishpatim 
Rulings 

“Faithfully Do” 
Exodus 21:1-24:18 

Jeremiah 34:8-22; 33:25-26 
 
Last week, our Torah reading Yitro (Exodus 18:1-20:23[26]) centered on the 
dramatic events surrounding the appearance of the Almighty Creator God at Mount 
Sinai, as He conveyed the Ten Commandments to the people of Israel through His 
servant Moses. The original recipients of these foundational building blocks of faith 
were primed for embracing them, after they witnessed and participated in their 
deliverance from bondage in Egypt. So magnificent were the miracles and display of 
God’s power, that even before Moses went up on the mountain, the Ancient 
Israelites unanimously proclaimed a desire to faithfully do whatever He would 
proclaim: 

“And all the people answered together and said, ‘All that the LORD 
has spoken we will do!’ And Moses brought back the words of the 
people to the LORD. And the LORD said to Moses, ‘Behold, I shall come to you 
in a thick cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak with you, and may 
also believe in you forever.’ Then Moses told the words of the people to the LORD” 
(Exodus 19:8-9). 

After given the opportunity to hear the voice of the Lord proclaim His 
Instruction to the multitude stationed at the base of Mount Sinai, we find that the 
Israelites were terrified about their physical survival. So, they implored Moses to 
maintain his role as an intermediary between the Lord and them: 
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“And all the people perceived the thunder and the lightning flashes and the 
sound of the trumpet and the mountain smoking; and when the people saw it, they 
trembled and stood at a distance. Then they said to Moses, ‘Speak to us 
yourself and we will listen; but let not God speak to us, lest we die.’ And 
Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid; for God has come in order to test you, 
and in order that the fear of Him may remain with you, so that you may not sin” 
(Exodus 20:18-20). 

Moses calmed the fears of the Israelites, by telling them that God’s display of 
His power was designed to test them, and so that they would fear Him and avoid 
any sin that would displease Him. However, the Lord did not give His people just 
the Ten Commandments, without some specific details about how one could make 
these directions an integral part of their walk and relationship with Him. So 
without leaving the recipients in the dark, Moses added some more actions, which 
should be avoided and/or taken, in order to please the Lord: 

“So the people stood at a distance, while Moses approached the thick cloud 
where God was. Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Thus you shall say to the sons of 
Israel, “You yourselves have seen that I have spoken to you from heaven. You 
shall not make other gods besides Me; gods of silver or gods of gold, you 
shall not make for yourselves. You shall make an altar of earth for Me, 
and you shall sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your peace 
offerings, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where I cause My 
name to be remembered, I will come to you and bless you. If you make an 
altar of stone for Me, you shall not build it of cut stones, for if you wield your tool 
on it, you will profane it. And you shall not go up by steps to My altar, so that your 
nakedness will not be exposed on it”’” (Exodus 20:21-26). 

Making idols of gold and silver was strictly forbidden, but the requirement to 
build an altar of uncut stones in order to present sacrifices is also witnessed here. 
From the giving of the Decalogue, God was very concerned about the Ancient 
Israelites falling into the pattern of many other people groups, who had a tendency 
to make physical tokens of gods out of gold and silver. Perhaps this was a 
forewarning about the infamous “golden calf incident” that was forthcoming 
(Exodus 32), so that there would be no excuses for deviant behavior. On the other 
hand, by describing the details of the construction of altars, the Lord was definitely 
reminding His chosen people from the very onset of their desert sojourn, that He 
desired to be worshipped at places and in ways that are not profaned. 

With these reminders, Mishpatim or “Rulings,” largely deals with a selection of 
ordinances, which in many respects, adds details to how God wanted the Ancient 
Israelites to behave appropriately to His calling them into holiness (Exodus 19:6). 
Our Torah reading details about how people should interact with one another, 
given the challenges that ensue from the imperfections of our world. Surprisingly, 
perhaps, Mishpatim ends with a desire by the Ancient Israelites to be faithful to 
perform all the words that the Lord had spoken: 



REFLECTIONS FOR EXODUS 
 

 
 שמות 

165 

“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!’” (Exodus 24:3). 

With what appears to be another unanimous declaration that the people of 
Israel will do all of which the Lord had spoken, let us take a look at some of those 
very words. 
 

A Covetous Overlay 
The Ten Commandments undeniably have formed much of the basis for 

judicial and legal systems throughout the Judeo-Christian world. It can be argued 
that following the Sinai theophany of God delivering the Ten Words to Ancient 
Israel, that many of the instructions and regulations that are witnessed in the Torah 
thereafter, are somehow based upon the Ten Commandments. After delineating 
the Ten Words, adding a warning about making idols and describing proper altar 
worship, we should see how Mishpatim goes into great detail, further defining the 
rights and responsibilities of individuals when issues of life erupt. Much of this 
could be said to amplify what was communicated by the Tenth Commandment, the 
prohibition against coveting: 

“You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's 
wife or his male servant or his female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything 
that belongs to your neighbor” (Exodus 20:17). 

The sin of covetousness in one’s heart is perhaps one of the most insidious 
offenses detailed in the Holy Scriptures—because it can be one of the most difficult 
to detect, and can be the seed of deceit that instigates other sins. Surely, sinful acts 
committed against fellow humans—such as murder, adultery, stealing, and bearing 
false witness, as forbidden in the Decalogue—are conceived when a person covets 
something that another has (James 1:13-15), be it life, a spouse, property, or 
position in the community. Additionally, it might be said that when one covets his 
or her own self or personhood, by becoming a god unto oneself or by idolizing 
oneself, one is exposed to be a violator of the immutable Law of the only One God. 
By acknowledging that there is a Supreme Being who desires worship, this should 
impose some limits and restraints on people who would be otherwise inclined by 
their own willful actions. Alas, though, when confronted with God’s Torah, many 
people know instinctively that they must obey—but they choose to instead reject 
it. When speaking of the person who struggles with the power of sin, Paul 
referenced the Tenth Commandment prohibition against covetousness: 

“What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be! On the contrary, I 
would not have come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have 
known about coveting if the Law had not said, ‘YOU SHALL NOT COVET’ [Exodus 
20:17; Deuteronomy 5:21]. But sin, taking opportunity through the 
commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind; for apart from the Law sin 
is dead” (Romans 7:7-8). 
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As we turn to Mishpatim this week, its ordinances break down to a discussion of 
civil and criminal matters in Exodus 21:2-22:6, humanitarian considerations in 
Exodus 22:17-23:19, and warnings against assimilation into paganism in Exodus 
23:20-33. I would ask you to try filtering these instructions through a fuller 
appreciation of what coveting entails. Even if someone were able to follow each of 
these ordinances to the presumed letter, there will likely be the nagging problem 
that people will still inevitably stumble over some covetous thoughts, which will 
convict us of our need for a Savior and His redeeming work. James the Just, half-
brother of Yeshua the Messiah, starkly reminds us, 

“For whoever keeps the whole Torah but stumbles in one point, he 
has become guilty of all” (James 2:10, TLV). 

 

Slavery Defined 
Mishpatim, perhaps ironically to some Bible readers, actually begins with God 

giving instructions to Ancient Israel on how to handle slavery. What makes this a 
bit odd—other than slaves being some of the lowliest of human beings on the social 
ladder—is that these directions were given to a group of people who had just been 
delivered from slavery themselves. Is this at all a bit strange to you? If you have 
thought that a group of former slaves being told that this is how they were to 
regulate their own slaves, appears a bit out of place in a Holy Bible ultimately 
authored by the God of Freedom—then you are not alone. The best answer, that 
conservative Jewish and Christian scholars can often provide, is that Hebrew 
slavery in the Tanakh largely pertained to economic status, and was significantly 
subversive to other Ancient Near Eastern forms of slavery, where masters or 
slaveowners were literally able to do whatever they wanted with the people whom 
they owned. Here, in the opening of Mishpatim, we clearly read that this was not 
the case in Ancient Israel. Limitations were placed upon the status of an eved: 

“Now these are the ordinances which you are to set before them: 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. 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. 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. But if the slave plainly says, ‘I love my 
master, my wife and my children; I will not go out as a free man,’ 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” 
(Exodus 21:1-6). 

As you read this small piece of instruction on slavery in Ancient Israel, note 
how the Lord was especially concerned about the relationship of the slaveowner 
and the slave. The slave was someone entirely reliant upon the owner—implying that he 
was someone destitute, who really had no other place to go for sustenance and 
basic needs. One of the expectations of the owner was to actually provide the slave 
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with a wife with whom he could have children. While to many moderns, the 
concept of slavery is something that is rightfully repugnant—what we have to 
consider is the difference between slavery in Israel versus slavery among Israel’s 
neighbors. Israelite slavery may be regarded as being decisively 
“liberal.” The Torah’s instruction regarding slavery was greatly different when 
compared to many of the other law codes of the era, and it decisively laid the 
foundation back to the human equality that was lost in Eden, but which has been 
restored in Messiah Yeshua (cf. Galatians 3:28; Colossians 2:11). 
 

A Civil Society 
The balance of Mishpatim summarizes a variety of mundane circumstances that 

occur in practically every society. God foresaw a wide degree of challenges, which 
would plague a civilization, where people lived and interacted in relative proximity 
to one another. The Lord detailed a list of instructions that specified actions to be 
taken when various incidents arose. These included, but were not limited to, how 
to handle capital offenses ranging from murder to kidnapping, striking or cursing 
parents, physical abuse, controlling livestock, stealing, maintaining proper 
boundaries, borrowing implements and lending money practices, proper restitution 
claims, protecting innocent young women, prohibitions about bearing false 
witness, avoidance of bribes, and not oppressing strangers (Exodus 21:12-36). By 
assigning punishments that discourage harmful behavior or establishing guidelines 
that check greedy inclinations, these Torah commands were designed to mold Israel 
into God’s desired kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exodus 19:5-6). 

 

Parents Considered 
While volumes of commentaries and legal briefs have been written to deal with 

the different ordinances encounters in Mishpatim, the instruction to apply capital 
punishment to a person who strikes or curses parents, is something particularly 
difficult to encounter. Although we later find a repetition of this in Deuteronomy 
21:19-21, there is no recorded evidence that it was ever actually practiced in the 
Holy Scriptures. However, to reflect back on the Decalogue, note how the Fifth 
Commandment is one of the instructions that offers its adherents a blessing if 
properly followed: 

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

The Fifth Commandment was reiterated by the Apostle Paul in his instruction 
to Believers in Asia Minor, urging children to honor their parents: 

“Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. HONOR YOUR 
FATHER AND MOTHER (which is the first commandment with a promise), SO THAT 
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IT MAY BE WELL WITH YOU, AND THAT YOU MAY LIVE LONG ON THE EARTH [Exodus 
20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16]” (Ephesians 6:1-3). 

Obviously, the family unit is a key unit of any ordered society. If families are 
found to be disintegrating, due to children not respecting their parents, further 
disrespect for civil and communal authority can devolve into blatant civil 
disobedience—resulting in societal deterioration. 
 

Faithfully Do 
When encountering Mishpatim, it can take a student of the Torah down many 

paths—as the variety of subjects to study or meditate upon range from Hebrew 
slavery to not boiling a kid in its mother’s milk (Exodus 23:19). As you can 
imagine, there are many things one can consider during this week of examination. 
However, it is beneficial to once again recognize that even after these ordinances 
were given to the Ancient Israelites in the Thirteenth Century B.C.E., there was a 
universal acceptance by the people to strive to perform all that the Lord had 
spoken. Accordingly, Moses wrote down those words, and then at the foot of 
Mount Sinai after the offering of many sacrifices, he took blood, and sprinkled it on 
the altar, and then on the people who agreed to obey the words of the Lord: 

“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!’ 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. He sent young men of 
the sons of Israel, and they offered burnt offerings and sacrificed young bulls as 
peace offerings to the LORD. Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and 
the other half of the blood he sprinkled on the altar. 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!’ 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’” (Exodus 24:3-8; cf. 
Hebrews 9:19-22). 

How should we approach Mishpatim? Our Torah reading undeniably demands 
that God’s people live in a different manner than those of the world at large, 
offering care and concern for other people. That those who are privileged should 
offer relief and mercy for the destitute is absolutely imperative to consider. Our 
Torah reading also forces Messianic readers today to exhibit considerable trust and 
reliance in our Eternal Creator, as we strive to understand His mind in interacting 
with ancient people with widely different values than our own—and as Twenty-
First Century Messianics seek to adequately evaluate the trajectory of Holy 
Scripture. The faith to be exhibited in understanding the instructions given in 
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Mishpatim, as I must personally confess (and I am sure I speak for many other 
Messianics), is significant.1 
 
 

Terumah 
Contribution 

“Faithful and Worshipful 
Contributions” 

Exodus 25:1-27:19 
1 Kings 5:26-6:13 

 
In this week’s Torah portion, appropriately entitled Terumah or “Contribution,” 
there are some very explicit instructions about how and where God desired to 
tabernacle or dwell with the Ancient Israelites, during their sojourn to the 
Promised Land. There are specific details issued regarding the ark of the covenant,2 
the table of showbread,3 the golden lampstand or menorah,4 the different veils and 
curtains to be used for the Tabernacle,5 the bronze altar,6 and the general 
dimensions of the Tabernacle.7 While the instructions on how all of these items 
were to be fashioned is intriguing to consider, what is most beneficial, for us as 
both Torah readers and followers of Yeshua to understand, is that wholeheartedly 
giving to what God has ordained is a significant means of worshipping Him. It is 
through actions, and not necessarily words, that God’s people, in whatever age, are 
given the opportunity to express their faithfulness by contributing to His work. 
 

A Calling to Holiness 
As you examine Terumah, be conscious of the fact that the Lord had uniquely 

called out His people Israel, for a specific Divine purpose, among the nations of the 
Earth. After they had witnessed the awesomeness of God’s power in delivering 
them from Egypt, the Israelites had agreed to do all that the Lord had spoken: 

 
1 For a further discussion, consult the article “Addressing the Frequently Avoided Issues 

Messianics Encounter in the Torah” by J.K. McKee (appearing in the Messianic Torah Helper). 
2 Exodus 25:10-22. 
3 Exodus 25:23-30. 
4 Exodus 25:31-40. 
5 Exodus 26:1-37. 
6 Exodus 27:1-8. 
7 Exodus 27:9-19. 
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