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Deuteronomy 21:10-23 
 
Verses 10-14 
When you go to war against your enemies and the LORD your God delivers them 
into your hands and you take captives, 11 if you notice among the captives a 
beautiful woman and are attracted to her, you may take her as your wife. 
12 Bring her into your home and have her shave her head, trim her nails 13 and 
put aside the clothes she was wearing when captured. After she has lived in 
your house and mourned her father and mother for a full month, then you may 
go to her and be her husband and she shall be your wife. 14 If you are not 
pleased with her, let her go wherever she wishes. You must not sell her or treat 
her as a slave, since you have dishonored her. 

• This situation concerns a woman who is not a Hebrew who has been taken 
captive in a battle. A Hebrew man sees her and finds her physically 
attractive. Can he “marry” her? The law of Moses forbids this. (See 
Deuteronomy 7:3. However, this law only applied to cities within the 
promised land.  See Deuteronomy 20:15. The assumption is that this 
woman does not come from a city within the Promised Land.) To protect 
the woman from being mistreated, special provision is given here for the 
man to “marry” her. 

• He must bring her into his household and help her renounce her 
connections with the heathen culture from which she came by performing 
certain prescribed rites. She must bathe, shave her head (a sign of 
submission to her new husband and his culture), trim her nails and dress as 
a Hebrew woman. She is to be allowed one month to mourn for her parents 
who were killed in the battle. During this month, he is not to have sexual 
relations with her. After this, the man may treat her as his wife, unless he 
has changed his mind about marrying her. If he has changed his mind, she is 
to be set free. She may not remain in his household as a slave nor may he 
keep her as his concubine. 
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Verses 15-17 
 If a man has two wives, and he loves one but not the other, and both bear him 
sons but the firstborn is the son of the wife he does not love, 16 when he wills his 
property to his sons, he must not give the rights of the firstborn to the son of the 
wife he loves in preference to his actual firstborn, the son of the wife he does 
not love. 17 He must acknowledge the son of his unloved wife as the firstborn by 
giving him a double share of all he has. That son is the first sign of his father’s 
strength. The right of the firstborn belongs to him. 

• Polygamy, having more than one wife, was not God’s intention (See 
Genesis 2:23-24). It first appeared in Hebrew culture seven generations 
after Adam when Lamech married two women (See Genesis 4:19). After 
polygamy was introduced into Hebrew culture the expectations of God, 
that man would have but one wife, were quickly forgotten. It became 
common for Hebrew men of means to have many wives and concubines. 
The word of the Lord was forgotten. 

• In this case, the man has two wives, one he loves and the other he does not 
love. He is involved with both women sexually. His firstborn son, who 
should receive the largest part of his father’s estate was born to the 
unloved wife. This law decrees that the man must honor the law and give 
the largest portion of his estate to the son born to him first, rather than to 
the child of the woman he loved. 

 
Verses 18-21 
 If someone has a stubborn and rebellious son who does not obey his father and 
mother and will not listen to them when they discipline him, 19 his father and 
mother shall take hold of him and bring him to the elders at the gate of his 
town. 20 They shall say to the elders, “This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious. 
He will not obey us. He is a glutton and a drunkard.” 21 Then all the men of his 
town are to stone him to death. You must purge the evil from among you. All 
Israel will hear of it and be afraid. 

• If a family is bothered by a son who is “stubborn and rebellious,” one who 
will not listen to his parents, (see Deuteronomy 5:16, Exodus 20:12, 
Ephesians 6:2 - the word “honor” in these verses means to prize highly, 
care for, show respect to, and to obey), one who lives in open rebellion to 
the declared word of the Lord which promised “long life” to those who 
obey this command, the parents are to take the matter to the city elders. 
The parents are to tell the elders the problem. The elders are to examine 
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the matter. If it is determined that the son is guilty of the charge, he is to be 
stoned to death, deprived of the promise of the command he has broken. 

• The evil of disobedience to the word of God must not be tolerated. If 
disobedience is tolerated, it will lead others into disobedience. A firm 
example must be set. 

 
Verses 22-23 
 If someone guilty of a capital offense is put to death and their body is exposed 
on a pole, 23 you must not leave the body hanging on the pole overnight. Be sure 
to bury it that same day, because anyone who is hung on a pole is under God’s 
curse. You must not desecrate the land the LORD your God is giving you as an 
inheritance. 

• A “capital offense” is a crime where the punishment is execution. The 
assumption here is that such an offense was committed, a trial was held, 
the accused was found guilty and executed. Following execution, his body 
was put on display, either by being nailed to a tree or impaled on a wooden 
pole.  This was commonly done as a warning to all that this would be their 
fate if they, too, broke the law. 

• This rule simply says that the body could not be left on display overnight. 
The body needed to be buried on the same day as the execution. 
Punishment was to be reasonable and not excessive, and the land, which 
was God’s gift to his people, should not be desecrated with unacceptable 
things.  

 
 


