
The Book of Deuteronomy
Lesson 13: Cities of Refuge and Laws for the Community -- Deuteronomy 

19:1–21:23

Imagine the worst day of your life. An axe head flies from the handle, a stone slips, and suddenly 
a man is dead and you never meant any harm at all. In the ancient world the dead man’s nearest 
relative might be coming for your blood before sundown, and grief makes no careful distinctions 
between murder and accident. Into that terrifying gap God builds something tender and wise: 
cities of refuge, places you could run and live. Before Israel ever settles the land, God is already 
thinking about the person on his worst day.

These chapters read like the law code of a whole society, and at first they can feel distant from 
us. Landmarks and witnesses, sieges and fruit trees, a captive woman and a rebellious son, a 
body hanging on a tree. Yet listen closely and a heartbeat comes through every line. God cares 
about innocent blood. God will not convict on a single accusing voice. God will not let even 
warfare turn His people into people who no longer feel the weight of life.

We live in a world that is quick to accuse and slow to verify, quick to take life and slow to grieve 
it. God’s ancient laws press a question into us that never grows old. Do we treat a human life as 
sacred? Do we require real evidence before we condemn? Do we let mercy shape the way we 
wield power, or does power harden us? These chapters are not quaint relics; they are a mirror 
held up to the human heart.

And running underneath them all is a sentence that would one day carry the weight of the 
world. “A hanged man is cursed by God” (21:23). Centuries later the apostle Paul would lift 
those very words and lay them on a cross outside Jerusalem, where the Son of God hung on a 
tree and became a curse for us. The God who built cities of refuge for the manslayer would one 
day become the refuge Himself, taking the curse so the guilty could go free.

Group Discussion: These chapters weave together the sanctity of innocent life, justice that 
demands real evidence, and mercy built right into the law (cities of refuge, two or three 
witnesses, sparing fruit trees). Which of these reveals something about God’s character that our 
own society most needs to recover, and why?

Personal Reflection: Deuteronomy 19 makes the protection of innocent blood and honest 
testimony a sacred duty, warning against the false witness. Where in your own life are you 
tempted to bear a careless or false report about someone, and what would it look like to guard 
a person’s name and life the way God commands here?

Read Deuteronomy 19:1–21:23

Study Questions



1. 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?

2. 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?

3. 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?

4. 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?

5. 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?



6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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?

9. 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?

10. 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.



Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Galatians 3:13, Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 
becoming a curse for us, hung on a tree; Hebrews 6:18, we who have fled for refuge have strong 
encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us; Matthew 18:16, every charge confirmed 
by two or three witnesses; Genesis 9:6, the sanctity of human life made in God’s image; 
Proverbs 6:16–19, the Lord hates a false witness who breathes out lies
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