
  © 2015 David Manduka

Respect your neighbor’s assets (Exodus 21:33–22:17)
God calls upon His people to respect the property which He has given to others.  Failure to respect the property

or assets which God has entrusted to others is a failure to love our neighbor and ultimately a failure to love God.
The present Bible text teaches us to shun four ways of disrespecting a neighbor’s assets, so that you may truly love
your neighbor as yourself and love God.

I. Shun neglect (21:33-36; 22:5-6). 
A. The assets: Cattle and donkeys, as beasts of burden, were important “tools” by which people earned their

living.  Crops were part of a person’s wealth.
B. The neglect: one’s thoughtless actions, such as failing to cover a pit, not restraining a violent animal, or

letting an animal or fire run loose, could result in the loss of a neighbor’s animal or crops.
C. The penalty: The person who had shown neglect had some degree of responsibility toward the neighbor

who had suffered loss, usually making good the loss the neighbor had incurred.
D. The implications: animal owners should consider themselves liable for damage which their animal causes;

dangers to cars could be noted or removed; etc.

II. Shun theft (22:1-4).
A. The crime: here it is a very specific theft, that of cattle, sheep, or donkey.
B. The penal consequences: restitution was required, two-, four- or five-fold, with indenture to pay for

unpayable debts.  Attempted theft at night could be countered with deadly force without blood guilt.
C. The implications: (1) A person’s life was valued more highly than possessions. (Are people or things more

important to us?)  (2) Punishment was concerned with compensation of the loss and not on vengeance. 
Even indenture was an honorable way to pay a debt and get out of a poverty situation.

III. Shun any breach of trust (22:7-15).
A. The scenarios:  

1. One man entrusts his neighbor with either material goods or an animal, a necessary practice in the
absence of banks, etc.  A problem arose when there was theft, injury, or death.

2. One man borrows an animal from his neighbor or rents it, a necessity for the poorer farmer who needed
to plow or transport something heavy.  Again a problem arose if the animal got injured, died or was
stolen.

B. The prescribed resolution
1. Clear cases of theft were treated as such.
2. In the absence of an obvious thief the person who had received the trust had to appear before the judges

(v 8) who would determine innocence or guilt (v 9). An oath before Jehovah (v 11) could resolve the
issue.  (“Judges” or literally “God” or “gods” were so designated probably because they acted on God’s
behalf, in accord with God’s laws.)  This was the procedure for every case of disputed ownership when
one person claimed to have entrusted some possession to another.  The judges decided if there was
illegal possession or a false claim.

3. A similar  procedure was followed if an entrusted animal was injured or died. The owner of the animal
had to accept the oath of his neighbor without restitution.

4. Remains of an animal torn to pieces by a wild animal was sufficient to disallow restitution.
5. A borrowed animal, injured or killed, had to be compensated for, unless the owner was with it.
6. A rented animal, injured or killed, was covered in the rental price.

C. The implications: when we accept the responsibility of being entrusted with something, then we accept
responsibility for our actions.  We should make good on that trust.  When we entrust something to
someone, we must recognize that accidents happen outside the control of the other person and not require
restitution for that.

IV. Shun seduction (22:16-17).
A. Appreciating the broader context: negative reactions to this regulation may arise and could come from

cultural perspectives that are not fully biblical. (1) Material possessions and family are given as a
stewardship to be cared for and directed in ways that are pleasing to God. (2) Individualism is a cultural
norm in contrast to the responsibility which God has given fathers to guide their children and for children
to heed their parents instructions (cf. Proverbs 1:8-9). (3) Unlike the world’s view of sexual freedom God
limits the sexual relation to marriage between one man and one woman.

B. The regulation: “seduction” implies in this case the possible absence of violence. The “theft” of the girl’s
purity required payment of the bride-price and, if the father did not forbid it, marriage to the girl.

C. The implications: (1) Family members are not independent individuals that can do what they want.
(2) How a young man treats a woman affects her family and he must reckon with her father.  To love your
neighbor means treating your neighbor and his daughter properly. 

To love our neighbors includes respecting those things which God has given to them to oversee.  All that a
person has, has come from God. To show love to God means respecting that which He has entrusted, not only to
us, but to others as well.  Loving God and neighbor is revealed not in sentimentality but in concrete actions such as
respecting the assets of neighbors.  God has redeemed His people to be different and this marks us as His people.


