
The Book of Deuteronomy, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 13: Cities of Refuge and Laws for the Community

Deuteronomy 19:1–21:23

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Doctrinally, these chapters reveal the character of the God who gave Israel her law. He is a God 
who guards innocent life, distinguishing the accidental manslayer from the deliberate murderer 
and providing real refuge for the one who did no willful wrong. He is a God of careful justice 
who will not condemn on a single accusing voice but requires the evidence of two or three 
witnesses, and who deals severely with the false witness. And He is a God who weaves mercy 
into the very structure of His law, sparing fruit trees even in war and refusing to let bloodshed 
go unanswered. The aim is to see God’s heart, not merely Israel’s statutes.

These laws belonged to Israel as a theocratic nation under the Old Covenant, a people who were 
at once the people of God and a civil state. Their specific civil penalties (for the rebellious son, 
the captive woman, the hanged criminal) are not bound on Christians and are not handed to the 
church to enforce. Our task is to honor the timeless principles God built into them (the sanctity 
of life, justice that requires real evidence, mercy that tempers power, accountability before God) 
while leaving the theocratic penalties where they belong. We point forward, where Scripture 
itself does, to Christ, who hung on a tree and became a curse for us (Galatians 3:13), and to the 
refuge found in Him (Hebrews 6:18).

Beyond doctrine, the lesson aims at the heart of the student. It asks whether we still treat a 
human life as sacred, whether we require truth before we accuse, whether mercy shapes the 
way we use whatever power we hold, and where we run when life goes wrong. The goal is not 
antiquarian interest in old laws but a heart formed by the God behind them, a heart that values 
life, loves truth, shows mercy, and flees to Christ for refuge.

Question 1

Student Question:

In Deuteronomy 19:1–13 God establishes cities of refuge so that the one who kills 
“unintentionally” may flee and live, while the deliberate murderer is not protected. What does 
this arrangement reveal about how God values innocent life and distinguishes it from guilt?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

God commands Israel to set apart cities of refuge so that “anyone who kills his neighbor 
unintentionally without having hated him in the past” may flee there and live (19:4–5). The 
classic example is given: two men go into the forest, an axe head slips from its handle, and a 



man dies who was never meant to be harmed (19:5). For such a one the city is a shelter from 
the avenger of blood whose grief might otherwise strike before reason can.

But the refuge is not a loophole for murderers. “If anyone hates his neighbor and lies in wait for 
him” and kills him, the elders are to hand him over to the avenger of blood, “that it may go well 
with you” (19:11–13). God draws a sharp line between the one who took life by accident and 
the one who took it by intent. The same act, a man lying dead, carries entirely different guilt 
depending on the heart behind it.

This reveals how seriously God weighs innocent life and how carefully He distinguishes guilt 
from misfortune. He will not let an accident be treated as murder, nor let murder hide behind 
the plea of accident. Both the protection of the innocent and the punishment of the guilty flow 
from the same conviction: human life, made in God’s image, is sacred, and its taking must be 
answered for rightly (Genesis 9:6).

These civil arrangements belonged to Israel’s life as a nation under the Old Covenant and are 
not the law of the church. Yet the heart behind them endures. God still distinguishes intent from 
accident, still values innocent life, and in Christ He provides a refuge far greater than any walled 
city, a place where the guilty themselves may flee and find life (Hebrews 6:18).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s provision of refuge for the unintentional manslayer
 The sharp distinction between accident and deliberate murder
 Intent and the heart as central to guilt
 The sanctity of innocent life made in God’s image (Genesis 9:6)
 Refuge as a foreshadowing of refuge in Christ (Hebrews 6:18)

Discussion Prompts

 How does God distinguish the manslayer from the murderer?
 What does the city of refuge reveal about God’s view of life?
 How does this provision point toward refuge in Christ?

Question 2

Student Question:

The cities of refuge offered a real, reachable place of safety to the one on his worst day. Where 
do you most need to run for refuge when life goes wrong, and to whom do you actually run?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The city of refuge was meant to be reachable. God commands that roads be prepared and the 
land divided so the manslayer could actually get there in time (19:3). The mercy was not 



theoretical; it was a real place a desperate person could run to on the worst day of his life. God 
thought ahead about the one in trouble and built a way of escape.

We all have our worst days, the moments when something breaks and we do not know where 
to turn. The question this passage presses is not whether we will need refuge but where we will 
run when we do. Some run to distraction, to denial, to other people who cannot finally help, to 
anything that promises a moment’s relief. Refuge that is not reachable when the crisis comes is 
no refuge at all.

For the believer the answer is a Person. “We who have fled for refuge” have in Christ “a strong 
encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us” (Hebrews 6:18). He is always reachable, 
always near, and He receives even the guilty. Learning to run to Him first, rather than last, is part 
of what it means to be formed by the God who built cities of refuge into His law.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Refuge made real and reachable, not theoretical
 Everyone’s need for a place to run in crisis
 False refuges that cannot finally help
 Christ as the believer’s true and reachable refuge (Hebrews 6:18)
 Learning to run to God first rather than last

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you actually run when life goes wrong?
 What false refuges tempt you in a crisis?
 How can you learn to flee to Christ first?

Question 3

Student Question:

Deuteronomy 19:15 insists that “a single witness shall not suffice” and that a charge stands only 
“on the evidence of two or three witnesses”, and 19:16–21 deals severely with the false witness. 
Why does God build the requirement of real evidence so deeply into His justice?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

God lays down a foundational principle of justice: “A single witness shall not suffice against a 
person for any crime”; rather, “only on the evidence of two or three witnesses shall a charge be 
established” (19:15). A single accusing voice, however loud, is not enough to condemn. God 
requires corroboration, real evidence, before a person’s life or reputation can be taken.

Then He addresses the false witness directly. If a “malicious witness” accuses someone falsely, 
the matter is to be investigated thoroughly, and if the witness is found to be lying, “you shall do 
to him as he had meant to do to his brother” (19:16–19). The penalty the liar sought for his 



victim falls on the liar himself. God treats false accusation as a grave assault, because a lie in 
court can destroy an innocent person as surely as a sword.

This reveals a God who is jealous for truth and protective of the innocent. He knows how easily a 
community can be stampeded by a single confident accuser, how readily fear and prejudice fill 
in what evidence cannot. So He builds verification into the very structure of His justice. 
Condemnation must rest on established fact, not on rumor, malice, or a lone voice.

The principle carries straight into the New Testament. Jesus directs that a charge against a 
brother be confirmed “by the evidence of two or three witnesses” (Matthew 18:16), and Paul 
applies the same rule (2 Corinthians 13:1; 1 Timothy 5:19). God’s hatred of the false witness 
(Proverbs 6:19) and His insistence on real evidence remain timeless guards against the 
destruction of the innocent.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Justice requiring two or three witnesses, not one accuser
 Corroboration and real evidence before condemnation
 The grave assault of the false witness
 The liar bearing the penalty he sought for his victim
 The principle carried into the New Testament (Matthew 18:16; 1 Timothy 5:19)

Discussion Prompts

 Why does God require two or three witnesses?
 What makes the false witness so serious in God’s eyes?
 How should this shape the way we handle accusations today?

Question 4

Student Question:

Verse 19:14 forbids moving your neighbor’s landmark, the boundary stone that marked his 
inheritance. In what quiet, “boundary-moving” ways are you tempted to take what belongs to 
your neighbor, and how do you guard against it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Tucked among weightier matters is a quiet command: “You shall not move your neighbor’s 
landmark” (19:14). The boundary stone marked the inheritance God had given each family. To 
move it under cover of night was to steal land slowly, deniably, without ever being caught in an 
obvious act of theft. It was greed dressed up as ambiguity.

The sin is so often a quiet one. Most of us are not tempted to rob a neighbor at knifepoint, but 
we are tempted to nudge the boundary, to take a little credit that is not ours, to claim time or 



resources or advantage that belongs to someone else, to encroach where no one will quite 
notice. The landmark sin is the sin of the slow, deniable encroachment.

God names it plainly because He sees what hides in ambiguity. He gave each family its portion, 
and to move the marker is to defy His ordering and to wrong a neighbor He loves. The self-
examination here is searching. Where am I quietly moving boundaries, taking what is not mine 
in ways small enough to excuse? Honesty before God means refusing to hide theft behind a fog 
of ambiguity and respecting what He has given to others.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The landmark as the marker of God-given inheritance
 Theft disguised as ambiguity and slow encroachment
 The quiet, deniable nature of boundary-moving sins
 Respecting what God has given to others
 Honesty that refuses to hide wrongdoing in a fog

Discussion Prompts

 In what quiet ways are you tempted to take what is not yours?
 Why is the slow, deniable encroachment so tempting?
 How do you guard against moving your neighbor’s boundary?

Question 5

Student Question:

In Deuteronomy 20:1–4 Israel is told, going into battle, “Do not fear”, because “the Lord your 
God is he who goes with you”. What does this teach about the source of Israel’s confidence, and 
how is that different from trusting in their own strength?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

As Israel goes out to battle and sees “horses and chariots and an army larger than your own”, 
God commands, “you shall not be afraid of them, for the Lord your God is with you” (20:1). The 
priest is to step forward and say to the people, “Do not fear... for the Lord your God is he who 
goes with you, to fight for you against your enemies, to give you the victory” (20:3–4). Their 
courage was to rest on a Presence, not on a head count.

This is the recurring lesson of Deuteronomy: Israel’s strength was never her own. The God who 
delivered them from Egypt, who split the sea and fed them in the wilderness, was the one who 
went before them. To trust in their own numbers or weapons would be to forget the only 
reason they had survived at all. Their confidence was meant to be God-shaped, not self-shaped.

The difference matters enormously. Confidence in one’s own strength swells in good times and 
collapses in bad; it makes a person proud when strong and despairing when weak. Confidence in 



the God who goes with us is steady in both, because it does not depend on the size of the army 
on our side. “Do not fear” is not a denial of the danger but a redirection of the gaze, away from 
the threat and toward the One who fights for His people.

We do not wage Israel’s wars, and the church does not advance by the sword (John 18:36). Yet 
the timeless truth abides for every believer who faces what looks bigger than himself. “If God is 
for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31). The source of courage for God’s people has 
always been the same: not our resources, but His presence.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Courage grounded in God’s presence, not in numbers
 Israel’s strength as never her own
 The contrast between self-confidence and God-confidence
 “Do not fear” as a redirection of the gaze toward God
 The timeless truth that God is for His people (Romans 8:31)

Discussion Prompts

 What was the true source of Israel’s confidence in battle?
 How does trusting God differ from trusting your own strength?
 Where do you need to hear “do not fear” today?

Question 6

Student Question:

Even in war, Israel was to spare the fruit trees, asking “Are the trees in the field human, that they 
should be besieged by you?” (20:19). What does this restraint stir in you about how you use 
power over things and people weaker than yourself?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

In the middle of laws about siege warfare comes a striking restraint. When Israel besieges a city, 
“you shall not destroy its trees by wielding an axe against them... Are the trees in the field 
human, that they should be besieged by you?” (20:19). Fruit trees, which took years to grow and 
fed generations, were not to be casualties of war. Even in the brutality of a siege, God set a limit 
on destruction.

There is something tender and arresting in this. War tends to scorch everything in its path; the 
impulse of power is often to destroy whatever stands in the way, useful or not. God interrupts 
that impulse and says, in effect, that a living, fruit-bearing tree is not the enemy and must not be 
wantonly cut down. Even in war, His people were to feel the weight of what they destroyed.

This stirs a question about how any of us uses power over what is weaker than ourselves. When 
we hold the advantage, do we trample what cannot resist us, or do we restrain ourselves and 



care even for what we could carelessly destroy? The person who shows restraint toward the 
helpless, the resource, the creature, the one who cannot fight back, reflects something of the 
God who would not let even warfare make His people careless about destruction. Power 
without mercy hardens; God means His people to wield power with restraint.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Restraint even in the brutality of war
 Fruit trees spared as not being the enemy
 The impulse of power to destroy everything in its path
 How we use power over what is weaker than ourselves
 Mercy and restraint as marks of God’s people

Discussion Prompts

 What does sparing the fruit trees reveal about God?
 How do you tend to use power over what is weaker than you?
 Where do you need to show more restraint with the advantage you hold?

Question 7

Student Question:

Deuteronomy 21:1–9 prescribes a solemn ceremony when a murdered body is found and the 
killer is unknown, so that Israel might “purge the guilt of innocent blood” from the land. Why 
does God treat unsolved bloodshed as something the whole community must answer for?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

When a slain body is found in the open country and no one knows who struck the blow, God 
prescribes a solemn ceremony (21:1–9). The elders of the nearest town measure the distance, 
take a heifer to a valley, and wash their hands over it, declaring, “Our hands did not shed this 
blood, nor did our eyes see it shed”, and praying, “Do not set the guilt of innocent blood in the 
midst of your people Israel” (21:7–8). The aim is to “purge the guilt of innocent blood from your 
midst” (21:9).

What is striking is that the whole community must respond even when no individual is known to 
be guilty. Innocent blood has been spilled in the land, and God will not let it simply lie there 
ignored. The nearest town must take responsibility, must grieve the death, must seek 
atonement before God, lest the unanswered bloodshed defile the people among whom it 
occurred.

This reveals how seriously God takes the shedding of innocent blood. A human life made in His 
image is not a statistic to be shrugged off when the culprit cannot be found. The land itself, in 
the language of Scripture, cries out under unavenged blood (Genesis 4:10), and the community 



is not permitted to grow callous toward death simply because no one can be charged. 
Bloodshed matters to God whether or not a court can act.

We do not perform this ceremony, which belonged to Israel under the Old Covenant. But its 
heart rebukes a culture that grows numb to violence and indifferent to the unidentified victim. 
God’s people are meant to feel the weight of every life, to refuse to treat bloodshed as 
background noise, and to long for the cleansing that finally comes only through the blood of 
Christ, who alone purges the guilt no heifer ever could (Hebrews 9:14).

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Communal responsibility for unsolved bloodshed
 Refusing to let innocent blood lie ignored
 The seriousness of life made in God’s image
 The land defiled by unavenged blood (Genesis 4:10)
 Ultimate cleansing only through the blood of Christ (Hebrews 9:14)

Discussion Prompts

 Why must the whole community answer for an unsolved murder?
 What does this teach about how God values a single life?
 How does this guard against growing numb to violence?

Question 8

Student Question:

Deuteronomy 21:18–21 describes the stubborn, rebellious son who will not listen to his parents. 
Setting aside the severe theocratic penalty, what does this law reveal about the seriousness of 
honoring parents and yielding to godly authority, and where do you still need to grow in that?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The law of the stubborn and rebellious son describes a young man who will not obey his 
parents, “who will not obey the voice of his father or the voice of his mother” even after 
discipline (21:18–21). The case is brought before the elders at the gate. We must be honest that 
the prescribed penalty was severe, belonging to the judicial life of a theocratic nation, and it is 
not the law of the church or of any modern home.

Yet the law was never about a child’s ordinary mistakes. It pictures a settled, defiant rebellion 
against all authority, a young man who has hardened himself against every appeal and 
correction. The seriousness with which God treats it shows how deeply He weaves the honoring 
of parents into the moral order. The command to honor father and mother stands at the heart 
of the Ten Words (Deuteronomy 5:16), because rebellion against godly authority in the home 
spreads outward into rebellion against every authority, including God Himself.



Setting the penalty aside, the abiding lesson presses on us all. Honoring parents and yielding to 
godly authority is not a small or optional thing; a heart that will not submit to anyone is a heart 
in danger. We never outgrow the call to humility under those God has set over us, nor the 
deeper call to yield to God Himself. The same stubbornness this law names is the stubbornness 
that, left unchecked in any of us, hardens into rebellion against the Lord.

So the question for the student is not chiefly about ancient penalties but about our own hearts. 
Where do I still resist correction, bristle at authority, insist on my own way against those God 
has given me to honor? The New Testament keeps the heart of this command, urging children to 
obey their parents “in the Lord” (Ephesians 6:1–3) and calling all of us to humble submission, 
while replacing the sword of the theocracy with the patient discipline of love.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The severe theocratic penalty not bound on the church or home
 A settled, defiant rebellion against all authority
 Honoring parents woven into the moral order (Deuteronomy 5:16)
 Rebellion in the home spreading to rebellion against God
 The New Testament call to honor and obey “in the Lord” (Ephesians 6:1–3)

Discussion Prompts

 What does this law reveal about the seriousness of honoring parents?
 How does rebellion against authority endanger the heart?
 Where do you still need to grow in yielding to godly authority?

Question 9

Student Question:

Deuteronomy 21:22–23 commands that a body hung on a tree not remain overnight, “for a 
hanged man is cursed by God”. The apostle Paul quotes this of Christ, who “became a curse for 
us” (Galatians 3:13). How do these severe community laws (the captive woman, the firstborn’s 
right, the rebellious son, the hanged body) belong to the theocratic nation under the Old 
Covenant, and how do we rightly draw timeless principles from them without binding their civil 
penalties on Christians?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Several of the laws in these chapters strike modern ears as hard: the captive woman who may 
be taken as a wife after a month of mourning (21:10–14), the protected right of the firstborn 
even when he is the son of an unloved wife (21:15–17), the rebellious son brought to the gate 
(21:18–21), and the executed criminal whose body must not “remain all night on the tree” but 
be buried the same day, “for a hanged man is cursed by God” (21:22–23). To read them rightly 
we must remember what kind of book Deuteronomy is and to whom it was given.



These were the civil and domestic laws of Israel as a theocratic nation under the Old Covenant, a 
people who were simultaneously the people of God and a governing state in the ancient Near 
East. Many of these statutes actually restrained and humanized practices that were far crueler 
among the surrounding nations, granting the captive woman dignity and protection rather than 
mere spoil, and guarding the firstborn from a father’s favoritism. They were God’s wise, often 
merciful regulation of a fallen world at a particular stage of redemptive history, not His final and 
timeless ideal for all peoples.

Crucially, these civil penalties are not bound on Christians, and they are not handed to the 
church to enforce. The Old Law given through Moses was “our guardian until Christ came” and 
has now been fulfilled and set aside in Him (Galatians 3:24–25; Colossians 2:14; Hebrews 8–10). 
The church is not a state and does not wield the sword; Christ’s kingdom does not advance by 
force (John 18:36). So we draw the timeless principles God built into these laws (the dignity of 
the vulnerable, the restraint of favoritism, the seriousness of rebellion, the gravity of bloodshed) 
without transplanting Israel’s civil code into the New Covenant.

And then there is that final, weighty sentence: “a hanged man is cursed by God” (21:23). 
Centuries later Paul lays those exact words upon the cross. “Christ redeemed us from the curse 
of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written, Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a 
tree” (Galatians 3:13). The God who required the cursed body to be taken down and buried by 
nightfall was pointing forward, in a way Israel could not yet see, to His own Son hanging on a 
tree outside Jerusalem.

This is where these hard chapters open into the gospel. The Son of God took upon Himself the 
curse we had earned, hanging on a tree so that the guilty could be set free. The same God who 
built cities of refuge for the manslayer became, in Christ, the refuge for sinners, bearing the 
curse Himself. We handle the severe laws with honesty and care, leaving the theocratic 
penalties in the Old Covenant where they belong, and we let the curse of the tree lead us, as 
Paul did, straight to the cross where mercy and justice meet.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The civil and domestic laws as theocratic, Old Covenant statutes
 Many laws restraining and humanizing harsher ancient practices
 Civil penalties not bound on Christians or enforced by the church (Galatians 3:24–25; John 

18:36)
 Drawing timeless principles without transplanting Israel’s civil code
 The Old Law fulfilled and set aside in Christ (Colossians 2:14; Hebrews 8–10)
 “Cursed is everyone hanged on a tree” quoted of Christ (Galatians 3:13)
 The cross as the place where the curse is borne and refuge is found

Discussion Prompts

 Why do these civil penalties belong to Israel and not to the church?



 How do we draw timeless principles without binding the old code on Christians?
 How does “cursed is everyone hanged on a tree” point to the cross?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking back across Deuteronomy 19 to 21, name one specific way Jesus is forming you through 
these laws, whether in the value you place on a human life, the care you take with the truth, the 
mercy you show when you hold power, or the refuge you find in Him.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

These three chapters have shown us a God who guards innocent life, requires real evidence 
before He condemns, weaves mercy into His law even in war, and refuses to let bloodshed go 
unanswered. They have also confronted us with hard statutes that belonged to Israel as a 
nation, and they have led us, through the curse of the tree, to the cross of Christ. Underneath all 
of it is the steady character of a God who values life, loves truth, and shows mercy.

The Lord uses this passage to form several things in us. A reverence for human life that refuses 
to grow numb. A love for the truth that will not bear false witness or condemn on a single voice. 
A merciful use of whatever power we hold, restrained toward the weak. And a settled habit of 
fleeing to Him for refuge, since the God who sheltered the manslayer has, in Christ, become the 
refuge of the guilty.

As you close, look back over Deuteronomy 19 to 21 and name one specific way Jesus is forming 
you through it. Perhaps it is the value you place on a single life, or the care you take with 
someone’s name and reputation, or the mercy you show when you have the upper hand, or 
simply learning to run to the One who took the curse for you. Whatever it is, name it concretely 
and resolve to walk in it this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Reverence for human life that refuses to grow numb
 Love for truth and honest testimony
 Merciful, restrained use of power
 Fleeing to Christ as our refuge
 Christ bearing the curse to set the guilty free

Discussion Prompts

 What one truth from these chapters most presses on you?
 How is Jesus forming the way you value life and truth?
 What concrete step will you take in response this week?


