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Deuteronomy 24:17-22


The book of Deuteronomy is made up of three sections.  The middle section, from Chapters 6 through 26 is the longest.  It is a development of the 10 Commandments into particular laws.  I have seen several scholars that have divided this work up in this way.  One of the most interesting is John Walton who teaches Old Testament at Wheaton College.


Walton shows that Moses, the speaker in these chapters, is expanding on each of the 10 commandments in the same kind of way that Jesus did.


Do you recall that Jesus said that to even think murderous or hateful thoughts broke the command against murder?


In a similar way Moses speech enlarges on the two tablets of the law in a wide variety of specifics.


Here is what Walton said in a paper he wrote:


“When the Lord [Jesus] extrapolates from the commandment against murder to the idea that hateful anger falls into the category of murder, he is continuing [Deuteronomy’s] treatment  of [The Ten Commandments]… Morality is more than a list of rules.  The spirit of those rules must be discerned and heeded.  Both Moses in Deuteronomy and Christ in the Sermon on the Mount show that the prohibition against murder is a prohibition against things murderous -- whether attitudes or actions.”   


J. Walton, Deuteronomy, An Exposition on the Spirit of the Law, GraceThJ.


Our text today is Deuteronomy 24:17-22.  Two actions are required, toward at least three kinds of people, based on one thing we need to remember.

I.   Keep Justice – v. 17, 18
17 Do not deprive the alien or the fatherless   of justice, or take the cloak of the widow as a pledge.  18 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you from there. That is why I command you to do this.

This is the first action that God requires in this passage.  It is that we keep Justice.    Justice means doing what is right toward other people.  We want to have people act justly toward us.  We need to act justly toward other people.  In general the Bible calls us to respect the laws of our country – so we maintain justice by living within the legal system of our country.  But the law does not exhaust what God expects.  Often we are called by God, or moved by Love to go beyond the letter of the law.

There is no law that tells me I have to give a fair tip at a restaurant, or to tell the cashier that she gave back too much change, but we know these are what we ought to do.

There are three kids of people mentioned.  These same three are mentioned in the second passage we will examine.  They are the Alien, the Fatherless and the Widow.


In my studies I have learned that it was not just in the bible that care for these is mentioned. In most moral and legal systems in ancient history, it was understood that those who had money and means had an obligation to help those who had a need.


But the Bible is very story on this point.  I challenge you in your reading to notice how often justice or compassion for the alien, the fatherless, the widow or the poor is mentioned.


Why are they singled out?  These are the people who have no resources.  Unless other family step forward, the orphan the widow and the foreigner had no resources and no hope.

In the 21st Century we have laws and we have social programs that create a bottom level of care and decency.  The ancient world had no such safety net.  The people were called on by morality to help those in need.


So if you are in a position of strength, do not deprive a person who has no strength of justice.  If you can afford a lawyer and your friend can not, you have an advantage.  If you have character references and they do not, you have an advantage.  God calls us to do what is right and just in these situations.


One example is given.  In the ancient world someone give an over garment as a pledge to pay back a loan.  We have closets full of clothes, but that was not the case when everything was made by hand.   I remember reading in Abraham Lincoln’s life that he took a raft trip down the Mississippi from Illinois to New Orleans and he went the whole way with only one pair of pants.


So if a widow gives an over garment in pledge, it was a symbolic gift.  The one loaning her money should give it back before night so she can stay warm.

One important class of person is the Alien.  The Hebrew word refers to someone from another country that was in the land of Israel.  Some people have the view that they only have to love the people from their own tribe or country.   Here in the United States we have all kinds of organizations like the Sons of Norway.  That is fine – we can get together and eat our traditional foods – such as Lutefisk. But we can not say, “I don’t care for anyone else but my group.”

Do you know that Bethany first worshipped God in Norwegian?  Then about 20 years later they looked around and saw that their neighbors spoke many languages, but everyone spoke English. So Bethany began to minister in English.  Do you know why they did that?  Because everyone needs to hear the Gospel


If you trace your family tree, you will find that your people came from somewhere else.  My Father’s Father came on a boat from Sweden, to Ellis Island in the 1890s.  Other members of my parent’s families had come earlier.  They were welcomed here and eventually became citizens.


Now we have to ask, in 2010 what is our attitude toward Aliens?  At a minimum, whatever you think politically, as Christians we need to extend justice to all people.  We can not take advantage of anyone because they are Aliens, or fatherless or widows or poor or anything else.


I believe we need to find a way to bring many who are now illegal to become citizens. I supported what former President Bush proposed.  Maybe you did not.   It is impossible for us to say we will send all 12 million back – it will never happen.  So shall we allow them to be outside the law or shall we find a way for those whoa re willing to follow the rules to become citizens, keep the laws, pay the taxes and identify themselves with this country?   That is what I think we should do.  But don’t listen to me – listen to the bible on this point.

II. Show Compassion v. 19-22



19 When you are harvesting in your field and you overlook a sheaf, do not go back to get it.  Leave it for the alien, the fatherless and the widow, so that the LORD your God may bless  you in all the work of your hands.  20 When you beat the olives from your trees, do not go over the branches a second time.  Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow.  21 When you harvest the grapes in your vineyard, do not go over the vines again. Leave what remains for the alien, the fatherless and the widow.  22 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt. That is why I command you to do this.

Justice is about making and keeping laws that are fair.  Compassion is about our actions and attitudes toward people who are in need.  It is our personal response to people in need.

I want to tell you a secret.  Do you think Madison is a very religious city?  Well, it is hard to say isn’t it.  Do you want to know who make it their business to take personal care of the poor and the needy?  Let me give you a list:  The Salvation Army, Grace Episcopal, Middleton Outreach Ministry, The River Food pantry, Saint Vincent de Paul, the Red Cross, … do you get my point?  The so called Gate Keeper for the homeless is the Salvation Army.


Do you want to know what homeless people have told me?  When a police officer finds them on the street, they say, “Start calling churches.”  A man and his wife were homeless, they were asking for a handout at a gas station.  Another person took his picture with the cell phone, called the police and reported him.  The officer said to him, “You can not pan handle.  Try calling churches.”

Why is that?  Because the people of God know that they should show compassion. 


In this text, the ancient law of gleaning is set out.  Farmers were not to take all their corps – but any wheat or grapes or olives that were not gotten in the first gathering in were to be left for the poor.  They also could gather and feed themselves.


The book of Ruth is built upon this law.  Ruth returned with Naomi to Bethlehem.  Ruth began to gather grain in the fields.  Boaz, the land owner did not only give them what the law demanded, but also offered his personal protection to Ruth.  And as you know the story, married Ruth and she became the great grand mother of King David, and an ancestor of Jesus.


Boaz was a man of faith and of compassion, and God rewarded him for his generosity by this great love for Ruth, and by including him prominently in the greatest story ever told.


How would this story have gone if Boaz had said, “Let that woman move on to someone else’s land.  Why should I have to bear her burned?”  


Now who is this generosity for?  The alien, the fatherless and the widow.  Ruth was an alien and a widow. Naomi was a widow.  They had no funds or property.  But justice said they could glean, and compassion acted so they were restored to a life of joy and dignity.

III. Remember – v. 18, 22


Did you notice a repetition?  Whenever a word or phrase is repeated in the Bible it means that it is important.  It is repeated so we don’t miss the point.

18 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt   and the LORD your God redeemed you from there. That is why I command you to do this….
22 Remember that you were slaves in Egypt. That is why I command you to do this.

The Lord called the people to remember their own history.  Maybe they would become wealthy in the new land.  Maybe they would forget that they had only recently been slaves in Egypt or wandering homeless in the desert for 40 years.  But God called them to remember.


Israel arrived in Egypt when they were only the large family of Jacob, about 70 in number.  For Joseph’s sake they were welcomed, and they prospered and multiplied.  Then the Egyptians got jealous.  They were worried about how many Hebrews there were.  Then the Pharaoh began to enslave them. And at the end they tried to kill them by killing the boy children at birth.  Moses only survived because the Midwives refused to kill babies and because his mother hoped against hope and put him in a basket in the river.


God saved Moses and with Moses he saved Israel from slavery.  They were homeless, poor, aliens and slaves in a strange Land, but God had compassion on them.


Therefore God said to them:  Remember that you were slaves in Egypt.  For that reason alone you should know that you have to be compassionate to the poor.  


Now here is an exercise.  Think about your own family history.  Did your parents or grand parents come to America with money and power?  No, they came with little but a determination to find a better life.


My grandfather got a job from a farmer during the warm months and he got a job cutting trees in Minnesota in the winter months.  He got the right earn a stake and buy some land.  He also came to trust in Jesus at a little mission church out in the wilds of North Dakota.  Being a Swede from North Dakota, he never was known to say much.  I never met him.  But his I do know, as an immigrant and a Christian God called him to justice and to compassion.  Whatever he may have done is a secret to me – because North Dakotans don’t talk about themselves.  And because what we do for others is not for show but for the Lord.


I have spoken frankly today about areas that people are talking about on TV, on the radio and in congress.  I am not telling you how to vote, but I am responsible to remind you that God calls you to practice both justice and compassion to all people, but especially to the most vulnerable.

 
“Those who were children at the time of the Exodus and who were now nearly 40 years older would remember the days of slavery.  But while the injunction had special significance for these it must be remembered that Israel in every age was called on to identify herself in vivid imagination with her forefathers and to experience their redemption.”     J. A. Thompson, Deut. P. 249
