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Deuteronomy 21 – From Curse to Cross Study Notes 

Part 1 

Introduction 

Truly it is a beautiful story, but to understand the depths of God’s grace, we must first 
understand the rigorous demands of His justice. As we look at this detailed section of the 
Old Testament law, we are not merely looking at a dusty rulebook for an ancient civilization. 
We are looking at the foundational principles of God’s righteous character. The law of God 
is perfect, and it was given to Israel to govern every area of life. It established biblical civics, 
the administration of justice, and the very standards of holiness required to dwell in the 
presence of a holy God. But the law did something even more profound than govern a 
nation. It served as a divine pointer. 

A type is something that was divinely intended to be a picture of Christ. Throughout the Old 
Testament, the sacrifices, the priesthood, the feasts, and even the strict judgments of the 
civil law were designed by God to prepare the world for the greatest story that has ever 
been told, the gospel of Jesus Christ. We cannot fully appreciate the cross of Calvary 
without first understanding the curse of the law. God’s design was to show humanity the 
absolute impossibility of our own righteousness, thereby driving us to the only One who 
could fulfill the law on our behalf. 

In God’s order, in God’s way, there are no shortcuts to redemption. The penalty for the 
transgression of God’s law is death. God is just, and He cannot simply sweep sin under the 
rug. Sin must be punished. It must be dealt with according to the strict demands of His holy 
nature. If we are to understand the magnitude of what Jesus Christ accomplished when He 
took on flesh and dwelt among us, we must begin at the terrifying reality of the curse. The 
law declares that every violation brings a curse upon the transgressor. 

Over the next five days, we will walk from the heavy judgment of Deuteronomy 21 straight 
to the wooden cross of Golgotha. We will see how Christ took the penalty we deserved, and 
then we will see how that glorious truth transforms the way we live. Justification is not 
meant to be a merely theoretical knowledge. The Spirit of God is given to the disciples of 
Jesus so that they might walk in active obedience. When we grasp what Christ has done for 
us, we will no longer hide ourselves from the needs of our neighbors. We will step forward, 
as unto the Lord, to serve those He has placed in our path. 

Day 1: The Weight of the Curse 

Scripture Block 

Deuteronomy 21:22-23 (NKJV) 
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"If a man has 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." 

The Severity of Divine Justice 

As we have been looking at this detailed section of the law where the Ten Commandments 
are being applied, we come to a specific statute regarding capital punishment. This is not a 
comfortable subject for the modern mind. We live in a culture that wants to emphasize the 
love of God while entirely ignoring the justice of God. But the Bible presents a God who is 
perfectly holy, and His holiness demands that wickedness be judged. Here, Moses 
instructs the nation of Israel on how to handle the body of a man who has committed a 
crime worthy of death. 

What do we mean by this? Well, men die from various causes. Do they not? Old age, 
sickness and disease, some sort of accident, a natural disaster. But the death described in 
Deuteronomy 21 is a judicial execution. This man has not died of natural causes. He has 
been condemned by the judges of Israel. His crimes were so severe, so detrimental to the 
fabric of the covenant community, that he forfeited his very life. And after he was put to 
death, his dead body was to be hung on a tree. 

A Public Warning 

This hanging was not the method of execution. The man was already dead. The hanging of 
the corpse was a public display. It was an open warning to all the people of Israel 
concerning the absolute severity of God’s law. Visualize what is going on. The community 
would see the lifeless body suspended on the wood, and they would be struck with a 
profound reverence for the holiness of God. The sight was meant to produce a holy fear, 
reminding every citizen that rebellion against the Creator brings complete ruin. 

Yet, there was a strict limitation placed upon this display. The body could not remain on the 
tree overnight. It had to be buried that very same day. God commanded this swift burial so 
that the land would not be defiled. The Promised Land was the inheritance given to Israel, 
the place where God Himself chose to dwell among His people. To leave a cursed thing 
exposed under the open sky overnight was to bring defilement upon the sacred space 
where God manifested His presence. 

The Mark of the Curse 

The defining phrase in this passage, and the one that echoes throughout the rest of biblical 
history, is the final sentence. Moses declares that he who is hanged is accursed of God. 
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The physical position of the body on the tree was a visible, outward symbol of a terrifying 
spiritual reality. The man was not merely rejected by civil society. He was entirely rejected 
by his Maker. To be accursed of God is to be cut oƯ from every blessing, every mercy, and 
every drop of divine favor. It is to bear the full, unmitigated weight of divine wrath. 

In God’s order, in God’s way, the curse is the natural consequence of human rebellion. We 
often think of our sins as minor infractions, little mistakes that God should easily overlook. 
But the law corrects our foolishness. It shows us that every sin is a high-handed rebellion 
against the Sovereign of the universe. To break the law of God is to invite the curse of God. 
This ancient civil law was recorded and preserved for us because it establishes the 
desperate condition of all humanity. We are lawbreakers. And if we stand before God on the 
basis of our own merit, we stand under the curse. 

Questions for Children 

1. Why did God command the Israelites to bury the man's body before the sun went 
down? 

2. What does it mean when the Bible says someone is "accursed of God"? 

Personal Reflection Questions for Adults 

1. How does our modern culture attempt to minimize or ignore the absolute justice 
and holiness of God? 

2. When you consider the weight of the curse described in Deuteronomy 21, how does 
it change your view of the sins you commit in your own daily life? 

Daily Scripture Memory Verse 

Deuteronomy 21:23 (NKJV) 

"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." 

Part 2 

Day 2: The Picture of Christ 

Scripture Block 

Galatians 3:13 (NKJV) 

"Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it is 
written, 'Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree')." 
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The Divine Intention of the Law 

Now we move on to a section of the New Testament that directly applies the ancient case 
law of Israel to the redemptive work of the Savior. A type is something that was divinely 
intended to be a picture of Christ, and the law concerning the hanged criminal in 
Deuteronomy 21 is exactly that. For centuries, the people of Israel observed this strict 
statute. They understood the horror of a body suspended on wood. They knew that such a 
sight was the ultimate symbol of being accursed of God. But this Old Testament law was 
not an end in itself. It was a shadow pointing to a future substance. God orchestrated this 
legal standard to provide the exact vocabulary and imagery necessary for us to 
comprehend the crucifixion. 

The Apostle Paul, a man thoroughly trained in the rigorous demands of the law, looks back 
at Deuteronomy 21 and sees the fulfillment of it in Jesus of Nazareth. Paul declares that 
Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law. He did not do this by dismissing the law 
or by claiming that the curse was unfair. In God's order, in God's way, the penalty had to be 
paid. God's righteous character could not simply ignore our rebellion. Instead, Christ 
redeemed us by stepping into our place and becoming a curse for us. The innocent took the 
place of the guilty. 

Public Humiliation for Our Justification 

When we read the gospel accounts, the details of that event are harrowing. Jesus was not 
put to death privately. He was condemned by the civil magistrate, stripped, beaten, and 
nailed to Roman wood. He was lifted up before men in public humiliation. He did so 
because it so well represents the absolute totality of the curse. This was not merely a 
physical execution; it was a spiritual condemnation. As Jesus hung on the cross, the sky 
grew dark. He was cut oƯ from the Father's favor, crying out in the agony of abandonment. 
He was treated as the ultimate lawbreaker so that we, who actually broke the law, could be 
treated as righteous. 

What do we mean by this? We mean that every lie, every theft, every act of pride, and every 
moment of hidden idolatry that you and I have ever committed was placed squarely upon 
the shoulders of the Son of God. He drank the full cup of the wrath of God. The curse that 
should have fallen on our heads fell upon His. He truly died on the cross, bearing the 
infinite weight of divine judgment, so that we would never have to face it. 

The Spirit of the Disciples 

When this reality grips the spirit that the disciples of Jesus have, it fundamentally changes 
how we view ourselves and our God. We are not made right with God because of our own 
beauty or our own merit. We are justified entirely because of what Christ accomplished on 
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the tree. The heavy judgment that we read about in Deuteronomy 21 is no longer a threat to 
the believer. The debt has been paid in full. The curse has been exhausted. We are now free 
to walk in the light of His grace, deeply humbled by the supreme sacrifice of our King. 

Questions for Children 

Gather your children and help them connect the Old Testament rules to the New Testament 
fulfillment. Explain to them that God always keeps His promises, and the laws He gave long 
ago were meant to help us understand what Jesus did on the cross. 

1. When Jesus died on the cross, who was He taking the punishment for? 

2. Why is it such good news that Jesus took the curse for us? 

Take time to listen to their answers. Emphasize that Jesus chose to do this out of a great 
love for His people, ensuring that we could be forgiven and welcomed into God's family. 

Personal Reflection Questions for Adults 

Understanding our redemption requires us to look honestly at what our sin actually cost 
the Savior. We must never treat the cross as a mere symbol, but as the literal place where 
the wrath of God was satisfied. 

1. When you consider the physical and spiritual agony Christ endured to redeem you 
from the curse, how does it aƯect your desire to pursue personal holiness? 

2. Are there areas in your life where you subtly rely on your own good works to earn 
God's favor, rather than trusting entirely in the finished work of Christ on the tree? 

Take time to reflect on these truths, asking the Lord to deepen your gratitude for the 
profound cost of your justification. 

Daily Scripture Memory Verse 

Galatians 3:13 (NKJV) 

"Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us (for it is 
written, 'Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree')." 

 

Day 3: The Center of the Gospel Message 

Scripture Block 

2 Corinthians 5:21 (NKJV) 
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"For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him." 

The Great Exchange 

This is the center of the gospel message. The Apostle Paul summarizes the entirety of our 
redemption in one glorious, breathtaking sentence. We have seen the severity of the curse 
in the Old Testament, and we have seen how Christ became a curse for us on the cross. 
Now, we look at the theological transaction that took place in those dark hours on 
Golgotha. Theologians often call this "the great exchange." God made Him who knew no 
sin—Jesus Christ, the spotless Lamb, the perfectly obedient Son—to be sin for us. And in 
exchange, we who were dead in our trespasses become the righteousness of God in Him. 

Consider the absolute purity of Jesus Christ. Throughout His earthly ministry, He perfectly 
obeyed the law of God. He never harbored an evil thought, never spoke a deceitful word, 
and never failed to perfectly love His Father and His neighbor. He is truly the Messiah, the 
Son of God, the Son of Man. He had no sin of His own to atone for. Yet, in God's order, in 
God's way, the Father imputed our sin to the Son. Our guilt was legally transferred to His 
account. He was treated as if He had lived our rebellious lives. 

The Payment for Sin 

This aspect of the appearance of Christ is mentioned in detail throughout the New 
Testament because it is the very foundation of our hope. If Jesus merely died as a moral 
example or a political martyr, we are still dead in our sins. But He died as a substitute. The 
wrath of God the Father was poured out upon God the Son. Every drop of divine justice 
required by the law was satisfied. When Jesus cried out, "It is finished," He was declaring 
that the debt of our transgression was paid in full. There is no more condemnation left for 
those who are in Christ Jesus. 

But the exchange does not end with our sins being taken away. If our sins were merely 
removed, we would be innocent, but we would not be righteous. We would have a blank 
slate, but no record of obedience to present to a holy God. This is why the second half of 
the verse is so critical: "that we might become the righteousness of God in Him." Just as our 
sin was placed on Christ, His perfect, lifelong obedience is placed on us. When God the 
Father looks at you, He does not see your failures, your hypocrisy, or your hidden shame. 
He sees the perfect righteousness of His Son. 

The Greatest Story Ever Told 

Truly it is a beautiful story. It is made immortal not because of its beauty, but because it is 
an integral part of the greatest story that's ever been told, the gospel of Jesus Christ. This 
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truth should shatter our pride and dissolve our despair. We have nothing to boast of in 
ourselves. Our salvation is entirely a work of divine grace. At the same time, we have no 
reason to wallow in guilt. The price has been paid, and the righteousness we possess is not 
our own—it is the unbreakable, unblemished righteousness of God Himself. 

Questions for Children 

Sit down with your children and talk about the concept of trading something broken for 
something perfect. Use this idea to help them grasp the incredible trade that Jesus made 
for us on the cross. 

1. Did Jesus ever commit a sin or break God's law? 

2. When we trust in Jesus, what does He give us in exchange for our sins? 

Listen to their thoughts carefully. Remind them that because Jesus gave us His perfection, 
we never have to be afraid that God will reject us when we belong to Him. 

Personal Reflection Questions for Adults 

The doctrine of imputation—our sin given to Christ, His righteousness given to us—is the 
bedrock of Christian assurance. Without it, we will constantly struggle with doubt, fearing 
that we must somehow maintain our own standing before God. 

1. Do you function daily as if your standing before God is based on your recent 
performance, or do you rest confidently in the perfect righteousness of Christ 
credited to you? 

2. How does fully embracing this "great exchange" free you from the exhausting cycle 
of trying to prove your worth to God and others? 

Discuss these realities with a trusted fellow believer or spouse. Encourage one another to 
look away from your own frailties and look steadily to the perfection of Christ. 

Daily Scripture Memory Verse 

2 Corinthians 5:21 (NKJV) 

"For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him." 

Part 3 

Day 4: The Command Not to Hide 

Scripture Block 
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Deuteronomy 22:1–3 (NKJV) 

"You shall not see your brother’s ox or his sheep going astray, and hide yourself from them; 
you shall certainly bring them back to your brother. And if your brother is not near you, or if 
you do not know him, then you shall bring it to your own house, and it shall remain with you 
until your brother seeks it; then you shall restore it to him. You shall do the same with his 
donkey, and so shall you do with his garment; with any lost thing of your brother’s, which he 
has lost and you have found, you shall do likewise; you must not hide yourself." 

The Transition to Daily Obedience 

Having looked at the heavy theological reality of the curse and the profound grace of our 
justification in Christ, we must now transition to the practical outworking of our faith. And 
as we’ve been looking at this detailed section of the law, we see that God cares deeply 
about the ordinary moments of our lives. We move from the public execution of a criminal 
in chapter 21 to the wandering livestock of a neighbor in chapter 22. This is the beauty of 
biblical civics. The law of God is comprehensive. It does not merely govern the grand, 
redemptive, historical aspects of the nation; it governs how a man treats his neighbor’s lost 
sheep on a Tuesday afternoon. 

Those for whom Christ died are given the Spirit of God that they might obey the law of God 
out of gratitude. Our justification is a settled reality, but our sanctification is an active, daily 
pursuit. We are not saved by keeping the law, but having been saved by the grace of Christ, 
we now look to the law to understand how to love our neighbor. Here in Deuteronomy, the 
Lord applies the principles of the Ten Commandments—specifically the prohibitions 
against stealing and coveting—directly to our neighbor's property. And the recurring 
command, stated twice in these three verses, is unmistakable: you must not hide yourself. 

The Sinful Desire to Avoid Responsibility 

What do we mean by this? Well, we all have a sinful, human weakness. It is that strong 
desire not to get involved in something that is not our direct concern. We see a neighbor’s 
animal wandering astray, or in our modern context, we see a neighbor’s property in 
jeopardy, a brother in financial distress, or a fellow church member struggling under a 
heavy burden. Our immediate fleshly instinct is to look the other way. We tell ourselves that 
we are too busy, that we lack the resources, or that someone else will surely step in to 
handle it. We want to avoid responsibility. 

And here is the problem when we follow that instinct: we are acting in direct disobedience 
to the law of God. Like the priest and the Levite who saw the wounded man and passed by 
on the other side, we see a need and we hide. We pretend we did not notice. We cross the 
street. But God’s law pierces through our excuses. The Lord commands His people that 
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they must deliberately intervene to protect and restore what belongs to their brother. We 
are not permitted the luxury of indiƯerence. Ignorance is no longer an acceptable defense 
when God places a need directly in our line of sight. 

Biblical Ethics is Supremely Positive 

In God’s order, in God’s way, biblical ethics is not merely about avoiding evil. It is supremely 
positive. It is not enough to simply refrain from stealing your neighbor’s ox; you must 
actively work to return it when it wanders away. Love requires action. We are our brother’s 
keeper. This command required the Israelite to expend his own time, his own energy, and 
his own resources to house and feed the lost animal until the owner could be found. It cost 
him something to obey God. True covenant faithfulness always costs us something. We are 
called to serve those God places in our path, doing so as unto the Lord. Not as unto men, 
but as unto the God who has given us every spiritual blessing in Christ. 

Questions for Children 

Sit down with your children and discuss what it means to be helpful instead of ignoring 
problems. 

1. If you saw that someone dropped their coat or lost their toy, what does God want 
you to do? 

2. Why is it sometimes hard to stop what we are playing or doing to help someone 
else? 

Listen to their answers and encourage them to understand that God watches how we treat 
the things that belong to other people. Remind them that helping others is a way to show 
that we love God. 

Personal Reflection Questions for Adults 

Moving from theoretical knowledge to practical obedience often reveals the hidden 
selfishness in our hearts. We must be honest about our tendency to prioritize our own 
convenience over the needs of our brothers and sisters. 

1. In what specific areas of your daily routine are you most tempted to "see and hide" 
when it comes to the physical, emotional, or spiritual needs of others? 

2. How does the biblical requirement to actively care for your neighbor’s interests 
challenge your current schedule and priorities? 
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Discuss these matters with your spouse or a close friend. Confess the areas where you 
have chosen convenience over compassion, and ask the Lord to give you eyes that do not 
look away. 

Daily Scripture Memory Verse 

Deuteronomy 22:3 (NKJV) 

"You shall do the same with his donkey, and so shall you do with his garment; with any lost 
thing of your brother’s, which he has lost and you have found, you shall do likewise; you 
must not hide yourself." 

 

Day 5: Love Requires Action 

Scripture Block 

Philippians 2:4–5 (NKJV) 

"Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others. 
Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus." 

The Mind of Christ 

As we bring this five-day study to a close, we must connect the practical commands of 
Deuteronomy 22 with the glorious truths we examined earlier in the week. The command 
not to hide ourselves from our neighbor’s need is not given to us merely as a heavy burden 
of moral duty. It is given to us because it reflects the very heart of the Savior. The spirit that 
the disciples of Jesus had in the early church was characterized by this radical 
selflessness. The Apostle Paul writes to the Philippians and commands them to look out for 
the interests of others, eƯectively translating the Old Testament law into New Testament 
community life. 

But Paul does not stop with a bare command. He roots our obedience firmly in the gospel. 
He says, "Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus." If we want to know what it 
looks like to stop hiding ourselves, we must look to the incarnation of the Sovereign. Christ 
was seated in the eternal glory of heaven. He possessed infinite wealth, perfect peace, and 
unapproachable majesty. But when He looked upon the ruined, rebellious, and cursed 
condition of humanity, He did not look the other way. He did not hide Himself from our 
distress. 

He Stepped into Our Mess 
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What do we mean by this? We mean that the Son of God voluntarily stepped into the mess 
of human history. He took upon Himself the form of a servant. When we were wandering 
astray, hopelessly lost and under the heavy curse of the law, He came to bring us back to 
the Father. He expended His own resources—His very life's blood—to secure our 
restoration. He saw our great need, and instead of passing by on the other side of heaven, 
He descended to the cross. He was made a curse for us so that we might be brought home. 

Because Christ did not hide Himself from our great need, we who have been redeemed 
have no right to hide ourselves from the needs of others. The transformational goal of our 
faith is to move from theoretical knowledge of justification to the practical, daily exercise of 
love. We cannot claim to be overwhelmed by the grace of the gospel on Sunday if we are 
entirely unwilling to be inconvenienced by our neighbor on Monday. Our service to others is 
the visible, tangible proof that the Spirit of God dwells within us. 

Serving as Unto the Lord 

In God’s order, in God’s way, our daily interactions with the people around us are deeply 
spiritual matters. When you stop to help a neighbor, when you bear the burden of a 
struggling church member, or when you patiently serve your family, you are doing it as unto 
the Lord. We must develop the reflex of moving toward need rather than retreating into our 
own comfort. We cannot meet every need in the world. We are limited by our physical 
bodies and our finite resources. But we absolutely must meet the needs that God 
providentially places right in front of our eyes. 

May the Lord grant us the grace to live as a people who have been redeemed from the 
curse. May our homes, our churches, and our communities bear witness to the fact that we 
have been transformed by the greatest story that has ever been told. And may we walk 
forward today in the joy of covenant faithfulness, actively loving our neighbors for the glory 
of our great King. 

Questions for Children 

Gather your children for this final day and help them connect their behavior to the beautiful 
example of Jesus. 

1. When we were lost in our sins, did Jesus hide from us, or did He come to rescue us? 

2. How can you look out for the interests of your brothers, sisters, or friends today, just 
like Jesus looked out for us? 

Take time to listen and encourage them to think of one specific, kind thing they can do for 
someone else today. Pray with them, thanking Jesus for His wonderful rescue. 
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Personal Reflection Questions for Adults 

The Christian life is not meant to be lived in isolation. We are called to embody the selfless 
love of Christ in the grit and grind of everyday life. 

1. How does meditating on the incarnation and the crucifixion of Christ dismantle your 
excuses for avoiding the burdens of others? 

2. What is one specific, practical action you can take this week to serve someone in 
your church or neighborhood who is currently struggling? 

Discuss these questions openly and commit to holding one another accountable. Do not 
let these truths remain theoretical; put them into practice today. 

Daily Scripture Memory Verse 

Philippians 2:4 (NKJV) 

"Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others." 

 

Conclusion 

Over these five days, we have journeyed from the terrifying reality of the curse to the 
glorious triumph of the cross, and finally to the practical demands of covenant faithfulness. 
We have seen that God’s law is holy, just, and good, revealing the absolute necessity of a 
Savior. Jesus Christ took the penalty we deserved, hanging on the tree so that we might 
become the righteousness of God in Him. And because we have been recipients of such 
staggering grace, we are now called to live with the mind of Christ. We are called to stop 
hiding from the needs around us and to step forward in active, sacrificial love. May God 
establish these truths deeply within our hearts, that we might faithfully serve Him and love 
our neighbor in every season of life. 

 


