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 BREAD OF LIFE TORAH STUDIES 

I am the bread of life. He who comes to me shall never hunger… John 6:35 

  
  

DEUTERONOMY 21  

In our previous study we saw some profound shadows of the Messiah: the unblemished sacrifice; 
God himself needing to appointment a king; a prophet like Moses; Cities of Refuge; and ‘when you 
go out to battle’. The laws in this and following chapters are considered to be temporal instructions 
regarding civil life, covering a wide assortment of rules, which seem to have no real logical sequence. 
Whilst it is said, the Torah never loses its plain meaning, it also carries deeper layers of meaning, and 
that is certainly true of this chapter. 

Please read through chapter 21 in full before going on with the study.  
How does it strike you? Do you see resonance with other parts of the Torah or even the NT? 

Atonement for Unsolved Murders – 21:1-9 

If anyone is found slain… and it is not known who killed him…. the elders of the nearest city are to 
take a heifer “with which no work has been done, which has not pulled with a yoke,” and take it to a 
rough valley1, which is neither ploughed nor sown, and break its neck. Then the priests, the sons of 
Levi, shall come near, and bless in the name of the LORD; by their word every controversy and every 
assault shall be settled. All the elders of the city are then to wash their hands over the animal.  

7 “Then they shall answer and say, ‘Our hands have not shed this blood, nor have our eyes 
seen it. 8 Provide atonement, O LORD, for Your people Israel, whom You have redeemed, 
and do not lay innocent blood to the charge of Your people Israel.” And atonement shall be 
provided on their behalf for the blood. “So you shall put away the guilt of innocent blood 
from among you when you do what is right in the sight of the LORD.  
 

This law envisions the era when Israel is settled in the Land of Canaan, and the land has been divided 
up into 12 territories, there will then be elders presiding over matters in their own territory. In this 
case, the town that was nearest not only bore the guilt, they became responsible to purge the guilt 
(to atone for it). If they did NOT do this they remained in their bloodguilt before God in perpetuity.  

This is another law is said to defy logic, and we immediately see that it does have some intriguing 
details. The sages have noted that the qualities needed for this heifer show striking similarities to 
those for the Red Heifer (Numbers 19) and the scapegoat (Leviticus 16) – both of which also defy 
logic. The scapegoat law marks the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur); the words “make atonement” 
are repeated several times throughout Leviticus 16. These two laws atone for contact with death, 
and general sin, respectively, but not murder; there was only one prescribed method for dealing 
with bloodguilt—execute the perpetrator, otherwise the entire community bears the guilt. 

v.8 Provide atonement, O LORD, for Your people Israel whom You have redeemed – Jewish Midrash 
sees this implying that this forgiveness extends from the present generation all the way back to the 
generation that left Egypt, saying ‘even the dead need forgiveness.’ 

Notice that the issue in our current passage is NOT about finding the killer and bringing him to 
justice; rather it is about what to do about the very serious problem of the bloodguilt that now rests 
upon the land and upon the people of the local community.  If it is not known who killed the man, 
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then the elders of the city must take responsibility for ‘putting away the guilt of innocent blood’— 
they are substituted for the unknown killer.  

We have a consistent record within the Bible of righteous blood crying out for vengeance. The first 
account is found in Genesis 4:8-11. After Cain killed Abel, the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your 
brother?” He said, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?” And He said, “What have you done? 
The voice of your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground.” By polluting the land he made 
himself an outcast; Abel’s blood crying out for vengeance is referred to in Hebrews 12:24, pointing 
out that the merciful blood of Christ, speaks louder than the blood of Abel which cries out for justice.   

Blood is associated with the life force in the Hebrew Bible (Genesis 9:4; Leviticus 17:11), so Abel's 
blood becomes his spirit, and it literally cries out to heaven for justice. Jewish and Christian 
interpreters across the centuries have seen in the Cain and Abel story a precursor to future murders 
of innocents up to the present day. For them, the Hebrew wording in Gen 4:10-11—the word 
‘bloods’ is plural, and the verb ‘is crying out’ is in present tense—points to the blood of later 
generations still crying out to God in a desperate plea for a reckoning. This understanding comes out 
in Luke’s Gospel: 

Lk. 11:50 …that the blood of all the prophets which was shed from the foundation of the world may 
be required of this generation, 51 from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah who perished 
between the altar and the temple. Yes, I say to you, it shall be required of this generation. 

These are very telling words from Jesus – notice he says:  ‘it shall be required of this generation.’ 

Q. Why was it required of that generation?  Did we see the outworking of this?  

And all the elders of that city nearest to the slain man shall wash their hands over the heifer… Then 
they shall answer and say, ‘Our hands have not shed this blood, nor have our eyes seen it. 
 
In Matthew 27:24, we read that Pilate took water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, “I 
am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.” And all the people answered, “His blood be 
upon us and upon our children.” In an act of defiance against the Judean authorities, Pilate ritually 
washed off the uncleanness associated with the killing that was about to take place, thus shifting all 
blame to them. Pilate was known for his brutality and he did not shy away from bloodshed. Yet, he 
washes his hands of the situation and hands over the responsibility of Jesus’ fate to the Jewish 
leaders and the crowd—a responsibility and a culpability they accept.  
 
This incident, found only in Matthew’s Gospel, has been the subject of much debate and was widely 
used as an excuse for anti-Semitism. However Pope Benedict XVI (2005-2013) presents another 
perspective in a book he wrote2, in which he stated: 

“When in Matthew’s account the ‘whole people’ say: “His blood be upon us and on our 
children (27:25) the Christian will remember that Jesus’ blood speaks a different language from 
the blood of Abel (Heb. 12:24): it does not cry out for vengeance and punishment; it brings 
reconciliation. It is not poured out against anyone; it is poured out for many, for all.” 

Q. How do you understand this? And how does it correlate with Jesus’ words that the shed blood 
‘shall be required of this generation? 

Let us also recall the words of Jesus from the cross: “Father forgive them, for they know not what 
they do.” 

Isaiah 26 is a beautiful chapter, which speaks of the end of the age—however, the final verse is quite 
confronting: 20 “Go, my people, enter your rooms and shut the doors behind you; hide yourselves for 
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a little while until his wrath has passed by.” 21 See, the LORD is coming out of his dwelling to punish 
the people of the earth for their sins. The earth will disclose the blood shed on it; the earth will 
conceal its slain no longer. (discuss) 

In conclusion, the implications of this law are profound and far-reaching, and bring into even sharper 
focus, the justice of God, and the merciful death of Christ, whose blood is sprinkled on the Mercy 
Seat for all – even the murderer – If he truly confesses, repents and trusts Yeshua, his guilt is atoned 
for. That said, one is not absolved from earthly justice.   

___________________________ 

If you read this chapter in full before proceeding with the study notes, you may agree with Rashi, 
who says, regarding the following laws: 

The Torah responds to the often inflamed passion of a soldier in battle. Rather than risk sin, the 
Torah provides an avenue for the lustful soldier to satisfy his desire, so that it will cool before it 
causes more harm. After the laws of the captive woman, the Torah speaks of a hated wife, and 
then an incorrigibly rebellious child. The implication is that improper infatuation with a captive 
woman will lead one to one family tragedy after another. 

What is not clear when we read the plain meaning of these laws, becomes much clearer when we 
use thematic analysis. The Bible is like a huge jigsaw puzzle.  Thematic analysis looks for pieces that 
seem to fit together and eventually we are able to form the full picture. It is remarkable how 
seemingly obscure passages can only be unravelled and find their completion in Israel’s Messiah— 
but first the veil must be removed from the eyes. 

When you go out to battle against your enemies - 21:10-14 

This law deals with the human spoils of war. If a beautiful woman is captured, she must have her 
head shaven, her nails trimmed, and remove the clothes she wore when captured, which identified 
her with her previous life. She is given a month to mourn her former life and family, after which, her 
captor may either marry her, or set her free without charge. It was common in ancient times (and 
sadly still exists today in some war-torn areas) to take women and children as captives and make 
them slaves as part of the spoils of war. But there is one striking difference: the Hebrew laws give 
the women prisoners of war the status of humans of value. Therefore, on the surface we might 
simply see this as a relatively humane approach to women captured through war. We might also 
question why God is even allowing this when he has stipulated that the Israelites are not to marry 
foreign women, who might lure them to follow other gods.3    

10 When you will go out to war against your enemies, and Hashem your God, will deliver them into 
your hand, and you will capture its captivity; and you will see among its captivity a woman who is 
beautiful of form, and you will desire her, you may take her to yourself for a wife…. She shall remove 
the garment of her captivity from upon herself and sit in your house and she shall weep for her 
father and her mother for a full month… (Jewish Chumash version) 

The first thing that strikes us here is that the first words are exactly the same (in Hebrew) as Chapter 
20, verse 1: When you go out to battle against your enemies…”  This type of repetition is not 
random. One of the seven principles of Biblical interpretation, which dates back to Hillel in the 
Second Temple period, says that “an analogy must be drawn from two uses of the same words. This 
rule of interpretation shows the connection between these two texts, even though they appear 
chapters apart from each other. This analogy is called gezerah shavah in Hebrew, and literally means 
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that the two phrases are ‘cut from the same block.’ They are equal in how they are to be 
interpreted”4 —so we need to keep this in mind as we unpack these few verses. 

Secondly, we see a strong focus on ‘captivity’ in these verses. (Unfortunately modern translations 
like to tidy up this kind of repetition). We see the woman removing the ‘garment of her captivity’—
divesting herself of her old identity, including mourning her father and her mother—and she will 
‘become a wife to you’; she will be grafted into Israel.”   

We assume from these verses that the captive woman was a Gentile, an assumption brought out in 
this   short Jewish insight: “It is possible that Hashem uses the eyes of a virtuous Jewish soldier to 
see into the inner soul of a righteous non-Jewish woman. By marrying her he gives this precious soul 
the opportunity to return to good through the process of conversion.”5  

We who have been rescued from captivity to sin and the world, might identify with this. In Ephesians 
4:8, Paul specifically declares, "He led captivity captive…" This KJV translation mirrors Deuteronomy 
21:10, and I’m sure this is no coincidence. Paul was a pupil of Gamaliel, grandson of Hillel, and he 
clearly understood that Jesus came to rescue both Israel and the Gentiles out of captivity—out of 
slavery to sin and the world. Indeed, Jesus tells us in Lk.4:18, quoting from Isaiah 61:1: He was sent, 
among other things, to bring deliverance to the captives; He also came “to destroy the works of the 
devil” (Jn. 1:8) – which very much fits with the chapter 20 battle we looked at previously. 
 
As ‘captive’ servants of Jesus Christ, we find liberty in that captivity, knowing that God "rescued us 
from the domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son,” (Col. 1:12-14). 
We too, have to ‘remove the garments of our captivity’. Over the centuries many have even had to 
leave houses, brethren, father, or mother, for His sake—an issue brought up by Jesus Himself. 6 No 
doubt they would have had to mourn their separation, just like the captive woman in our story. 
 
Gal. 6:14  May I never boast except in the cross of our LORD Jesus Christ, through which the world 
has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 15Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means 
anything; what counts is the new creation. 16Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule—to the 
Israel of God.  
 
Jesus came to defeat the enemy; He also came to obtain a beautiful bride. Like the captive woman in 
our text, His disciples are required to leave behind their previous lives—cut ties with “Egypt” (this 
world’s system) and fully identify with the family of God—‘the Israel of God’.   
 
But, let’s remember that this is the second time Moses says: “When you go out to war against your 
enemies…”  If you return to our previous study where these words occurred, you will see there was 
also a strong allusion there to the Bride of Christ. In chapter 20, what follows these words is: “…do 
not be afraid of them…;” whereas here he says, “and the LORD your God delivers them into your 
hand…” — the captive woman divests herself of garments of her captivity, and after an allotted time, 
she becomes his wife.  
 
Rev. 19:7  "Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and 
his bride has made herself ready. 8 And to her it was granted to be arrayed in fine linen, clean and 
bright, for the fine linen is the righteous acts of the saints. 
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Firstborn Inheritance Rights – 21:15-17 

 
If a man will have two wives, one beloved and one hated, and they bear him sons, the beloved one 
and the hated one, and the firstborn son is the hated one’s; …  he cannot give the right of the 
firstborn to the son of the beloved one ahead of the son of the hated one, the firstborn. Rather, he 
must recognize the firstborn, the son of the hated one, to give him the double portion… for he is his 
initial vigor, to him is the right of the firstborn. 
 
Again, I have used the Jewish translation here, which does not water down the text— ֵנא  sane' in שָׂ
Hebrew, means “hate” as in an enemy—and this word is used five times in these few verses. This 
may be using the word as a Hebrew idiom that does not necessarily mean “to hate” but employs 
comparative language. Nevertheless, it does speak of a strong contrast between the two wives and 
reinforces the status of a firstborn son, even though he might be the issue of a ‘hated’ wife.  
 
Here, we should be alert to the strong resonance this has with the story of Rachel and Leah—Rachel 
being the loved wife of Jacob, whilst Leah was said to be ‘hated’ (the same word is used): When the 
LORD saw that Leah was hated, He opened her womb; but Rachel was barren (Gen. 29:31). 
Therefore, the son of the ‘hated’ wife was firstborn. 
 
But, here is where it gets confusing, because we saw throughout Genesis, that the firstborn could 
lose his firstborn inheritance if he failed to deserve it—such was the case with Leah’s firstborn, 
Reuben, who defiled his father’s couch, and lost his firstborn status to Joseph – the firstborn son of 
his beloved wife, Rachel. We also know that Ishmael and Isaac, Esau and Jacob, and Ephraim and 
Manasseh, all followed the pattern of the firstborn inheritance going to the second son. We cannot 
deny the strong pattern which emerges here—throughout the Torah, Israel has been given ample 
warning that a firstborn son can apparently lose his inheritance. 
 
A Jewish sage writes:  

Right from the beginning of the deliverance from Egypt, Hashem had called Israel His firstborn 
son (Exodus 4:22). This title meant to make us an example to be followed by the nations of the 
world. We are their symbolic elder brother, guiding them with holiness.  As the firstborn son in 
the family of nations, Israel was given the spiritual and moral responsibility incumbent upon the 
oldest of the brothers, namely to be the loyal and devoted guide for the younger children. But 
above all, the aim for the firstborn is holiness (Ex.13:2). That very task defines Israel as a holy 
nation whose ultimate goal of holiness is to be finally realized in Messianic times.7 

 
So, how are we to understand this? We cannot ignore the status of Israel as God’s ‘firstborn son’ (Ex. 
4:22). Are they also in danger of losing firstborn status if they do not live up to their covenantal 
promises?  Let’s turn to the next law to see if it adds to the story. 
 

The Rebellious Son – 21:18-21  
 
“If a man has a stubborn and rebellious son who will not obey the voice of his father or the voice of 
his mother… they shall bring him out to the elders of his city, to the gate of his city, And they shall say 
to the elders of his city, ‘This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious; he will not obey our voice; he is a 
glutton and a drunkard.’ Then all the men of his city shall stone him to death with stones; so you shall 
put away the evil from among you, and all Israel shall hear and fear." 
 
What is the focus here? A stubborn and rebellious son! Why is the punishment for this son so harsh? 
Jewish sages play down the plain meaning of the text, claiming that it is virtually impossible for the 
punishment to be carried out, and that what can be derived from this passage with regard to 
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successful child-rearing and the importance of instilling Biblical values into their children is more 
important. This law is considered in the Talmud, where it is stated that “the law of the ‘rebellious 
son’ has never occurred, and never will occur”.   
Q. Do you find this a satisfactory response? 
 
Is there an echo of this law in the NT also?  Indeed there is! According to Jesus Himself, He was 
accused of being “a glutton and a drunkard” (Matt. 11:19 and Lk. 7:34). At first, we are inclined to 
understand the charge as a scornful reference to Jesus’ eating and drinking habits—perhaps they 
heard about the Wedding Feast at Cana, where Jesus turned the water into wine! However, the 
accusers are likely referring to this very law in Deuteronomy. The prevalent view of the religious 
leaders of Jesus’ day, was that he was a rebel—a rebellious son!  As we know, they were constantly 
looking for something to pin on him. But… who was really the ‘stubborn and rebellious son?’ (Have 
you read Hosea lately?) Is the Father’s firstborn son, Israel, actually in danger of losing his 
inheritance?!  
 

Cursed is anyone who hangs on a tree – 21:22-23 
 
And if a man committed a sin deserving of death, and he is put to death, and you hang him on a tree, 
his body shall not remain overnight on the tree, but you shall surely bury him that day, so that you do 
not defile the land which the LORD your God is giving you as an inheritance; for he who is hanged is 
accursed of God.  

First, I would point out that verse 22 does not stand in isolation from the previous verses:  verses 20, 
21 & 22 all beginning with “And,” which clearly links the rebellious son to the one cursed by being 
hung on a tree.  

Deuteronomy 21:23 is the only place in the entire Torah that speaks about ‘hanging on a tree’ as 
punishment—in the OT, execution was usually done by stoning. According to the Mishnah, the post 
is sunk into the ground with a [cross-] piece branching off [at the top] and he brings his hands 
together one over the other and hangs him up [thereby].  But the body must not be left overnight—
“it shows respect to the sinner after he received his punishment of lashes, and even to the 
inanimate body of one who has received the death sentence.”8 The sages say: “Only the blasphemer 
and the idolater are hanged,” 9   thus being exposed for all to see, presumably as a warning to others.  

We well know that, although Yeshua was not deserving of death, he was charged with blasphemy by 
Jewish authorities,10 and his body was taken down and buried by Joseph of Arimathea that same 
day, in accordance with this law. 

When Paul wrote, in Galatians 3:13: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree,” he was no doubt 
referring to this law.  

A first-century Jew would certainly have seen this connection; therefore Jesus, by being hanged on a 
cross for public viewing, would have been regarded as himself falling under the curse. By citing Deut. 
21:23, Paul in fact proves that Jesus’ being crucified implies his becoming cursed. Surprisingly, Paul’s 
logic here is similar to that of the rabbis. The idea of a Messiah enduring curse and suffering for and 
with the people of Israel, is well known in Judaism. The Babylonian Talmud speaks of two Messiahs: 
Messiah son of David and Messiah son of Joseph, who, in a sense, is “being cursed”—he suffers and 
dies for Israel.

11
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Firstborn inheritance 

Hosea 11 illustrates God’s persevering love for a rebellious son— there is one thing that is quite 
clear in Hosea, and that is God's determination to restore His relationship with Israel despite her 
rebelliousness.  

Israel has a lineage, on the one hand being chosen, fathered and loved by God, and on the other 
hand still having the sinful blood of Adam coursing through their veins. The LORD captured Israel and 
made her his beautiful, betrothed one, gifting her with the law so that she could rise above her sinful 
surroundings and inherent sin nature—while all the time knowing that she could never fully live up 
to her high calling. Israel deserved, by law, the punishment of the rebellious son. However, God was 
determined to do all that was necessary to reconcile her himself.  

Christ was always the Only Begotten Son of God possessing divinity from eternity, but through His 
incarnation, sinless death and resurrection, He became the Firstborn Son of God possessing both 
divinity and humanity (see Acts 13:33; Rom. 8:29). Father God treated Him as if he was a disobedient 
son by sending him to be ‘hanged on a tree’ – but death could not hold him down, He is risen,   

So God was able to give to Jesus what he could never justly give to Israel: the right to sit at his right 
hand forever. From there, He appeared to John on Patmos, and said: 

Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven 
spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the 
dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. (Revelation 1:4)  

In Conclusion 
 

Why has God painted such a picture? Key to understanding all this, is the antipathy between flesh 
and spirit, and this has been the theme of the Torah from the very beginning—the flesh is the 
‘enemy’ of the spirit. In fact, God’s spiritual enemies have used ‘the lust of the flesh and the lust of 
the eyes and the boastful pride of life,’ throughout human history to seek to bring down God’s 
redemption plan. This simple truth explains all the antagonism between two brothers throughout 
Genesis; it also explains why the firstborn man of the flesh could never inherit firstborn rights. 

The body is sown in corruption, it is raised in incorruption.  It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. 
It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. 
There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual body.  And so it is written, “The first man Adam 
became a living being.” The last Adam became a life-giving spirit. (1 Cor. 15:42-45) 

It is our flesh life that dominates from the beginning – until we are born again of the Spirit and Christ 
is formed in us. We need to always remember, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 
God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable (1 Cor. 15:50).  But the goal of our faith is the 
salvation of our souls (1 Pet. 1:9)… and the resurrection of our bodies. God’s faithful ones are all 
joined in one body with Christ—God’s firstborn son as our head —all are part of the Israel of God.  

To conclude, we can never blame Israel for failing as God’s firstborn son, because flesh simply 
cannot inherit the Kingdom of God, and no matter who we are, the flesh dominates our lives until 
we surrender to the one who accepted the curse by being hung on a tree—until we are born again of 
the spirit and begin a new life in him.    

In earthly terms, Israel has the somewhat dubious privilege of being God’s firstborn son. But, as we 
see in Hosea, Romans 11, and elsewhere, God has not forsaken her. She will yet rise to take hold of 
the destiny God planned for her all along—because her God is faithful—and thus, all Israel will be 
saved.  

http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?q=re+1:4

