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“LOVE THE SOJOURNER”: EXPOSITION AND THEOLOGY OF DEUTERONOMY 

10:17-19 

As people who have been redeemed from Egypt, Israel had entered into a 

special covenant relationship with YHWH. Israel was to fully obey his commands as his 

representatives on earth. When they had done so, they would receive the blessings of the 

covenant and would give the nations a vision of the glory and ways of their God. One 

example of this is in the laws concerning the sojourner. This study will focus on one 

passage, Deuteronomy 10:17-19, as a template for the rest of the sojourner laws in 

Deuteronomy. After examining the passage and its place in Deuteronomy, the study will 

then seek to develop the significance of the passage for the church. 

Exposition of Deuteronomy 10:17-19 

This passage is found in the second of Moses’ sermons given for the renewal 

of the covenant between YHWH and Israel (5:1-11:32). The emphasis of this sermon is 

for Israel to love YHWH with all their being, as demonstrated in their total obedience to 

him. 10:12-22 begins a rhetorical climax to this sermon. After all of YHWH’s works for 

Israel, the only requirement for them is total obedience. This God is the owner of heaven 

and earth, yet he has purposed to set his love on their people (10:14-15). When they 

entered Egypt, Israel only consisted of seventy people; by the time they approached the 

promised land, they were as the stars of the heavens (cf. Gen. 15:5). 

Israel was to remove the stubbornness from their hearts, as they would 

circumcise the foreskin from their sons (10:16). Again, the motive was the very nature of 
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YHWH’s ways; this time the focus is on his superiority in judgment. He is supreme over 

all gods and lords.
1
 This is demonstrated in his impartial judgments (10:17). He does not 

lean in favor of the rich, as demonstrated in his refusal to take any bribes. Indeed, he 

executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, by providing 

food and clothing for him (10:18). 

In what sense does YHWH’s judgments elevate him above all other gods? It is 

true that the Mosaic law has similarities to other ANE law codes, but there are significant 

differences as well. For instance, Copan notes seven specific differences: 

1) secular law versus cultic ceremonial ones;  

2) laws made by kings (not gods) versus laws from God mediated through Moses; 

3) laws to glorify kings versus laws to glorify God and to instruct people and shape 

a national character; 

4) laws reflecting king’s unlimited authority versus laws limiting king’s authority; 

5) property crimes punishable by death if a thief cannot pay (up to thirty-fold) 

versus property crimes not being capital offenses but limited to five-fold 

restitution or indentured servitude (not death) for those who cannot pay;  

6) offenses against slaves as on the same level as property crimes versus offenses 

against slaves as persons of value; and  

7) religious sins not typically capital offenses versus a number of religious sins as 

                                                 

1
 Justin Martyr, in his Dialogue with Trypho, a Jew, noted that the phrase, 

"God of gods and Lord of lords", does not concede the existence of other gods and lords: 

"Such words are used not as if they were really gods but because the word is instructing 

us that the true God, the Creator o fall, is the sole Lord of all those who are falsely 

regarded as gods and lords," in Joseph T. Lienhard, ed, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 

Deuteronomy, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, ed. Thomas C, no. 3 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 292. 
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capital offenses
2
. 

YHWH was impartial in his judgment in that he treated the poor as he treated 

the rich. He did not show favoritism to either status.
3
 His judgments were just because 

they stemmed from his very nature to act in accordance with his purposes, not for the 

unwarranted favor of a particular people (i.e., keeping the rich wealthy and the poor 

impoverished). 

His superior judgments were also seen in his care for the sojourner. Moses 

used a common formula for the poor: the fatherless, the widow and the sojourner.
4
 

“Fatherless” and “widow” dealt with those who did not have a male provider in the home, 

which was a significant plight in a patriarchal society. It is important to note that a widow 

was not just someone who lost a husband; she also did not have any brothers-in-law to 

have her in a Levirate marriage (cf. 25: 5-10). Gowan writes, “In a society which 

                                                 

2
 Paul Copan, "Is Yahweh a Moral Monster? The New Atheists and Old 

Testament Ethics," Philosophia Christi 10, no. 1 (Summer 2008): 18. 

3
 This is in contrast to many ANE cultures, which tended to show favoritism 

either to the rich or, to defend the rights of the poor, tended to lessen the rights of the 

rich, cf. F.C. Fensham, "Jurisprudence, Abuse of," in International Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia,  ed. 

4
 Havice notes six prohibitions against abusing the poor: "1) The prohibition 

against afflicting, oppressing, or wronging the weak (Exod. 22:20, 21, 23:9); 2) the 

prohibition against taking dvantage of the poor in the lending and owing of money (in 

general, Deut. 23:17, 24:14, Lev. 19:13, 33), concerning the pledge (Exod. 22:24, deut. 

25:12, 17), concerning being a creditor (exod. 22:26), concerning interest (Exod. 22:26, 

Lev. 25:36); 3) The prohibition against mistreating the handicapped (Deut. 27:18, Lev. 

19:14); 4) The prohibition against perverting the justice due the poor (Exod. 23:3, 6, 

Deut. 24:17, 27:19, Lev. 19:15); 5) The prohibition against using the gleanings (Deut. 

24:19, 20, 21, Lev. 19:9, 10, 23:22); and 6) The prohibition against moving the landmark 

(Deut. 19:14, 27:17), in Harriet Katherine Havice, "The Concern for the Widow and the 

Fatherless in the Ancient Near East: A Case Study in Old Testament Ethics" (PhD diss., 

Yale University, New Haven, 1979), 206. 
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depended so heavily on human muscle power for subsistence, a family without one adult 

male, composed of a widow and her children, would find it difficult to survive. Theirs 

was an entirely involuntary predicament, the result of death”.
5
  

Unlike other ANE cultures, the Mosaic law provided help to the sojourner as 

well. The sojourner was a non-Israelite who lived in Israel by voluntary choice.
6
 As a 

stranger in a new land, the sojourner did not possess any land, and could consequently be 

treated unfairly as an outsider. The text, however, is clear that YHWH loves the 

sojourner. Craigie writes, “Earlier, it was stated that God loved the patriarchs (10:15), 

whose posterity were gathered on the plains of Moab; now the impartiality of God is 

shown in his love for the resident alien, a person within the community who did not share 

full civil and religious rights with the Israelites. God provided food and clothing for the 

alien, just as he had done for his own people (see 8:3-4).”
7
 

Such love for the sojourner is shown in YHWH’s provision of food and 

clothing. Such love is foreign to other law codes, but it is a hallmark to the very nature of 

YHWH (cf. Ex. 34:5-7). As representatives of YHWH by covenant, Israel was to love the 

sojourner also (10:19). This is an example of imitatio Dei, a common formula in the law, 

where Israel was to imitate the ways of YHWH. This command is one type of adherence 

                                                 

5
 Donald E. Gowan, "Wealth and Poverty in the Old Testament," 

Interpretation 41 (1987): 343. 

6
 cf. Gowan, 343; Kenton L. Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity in Ancient Israel: 

Prolegomena to the Study of Ethnic Sentiments and Their Expression in the Hebrew Bible 

(Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1998), 239. 

7
 Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, The New International 

Commentary on the Old Testament, ed. R.K. Harrison (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 

206-7. 
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to 10:12, which called for Israel to walk in all his ways. Wright notes that this particular 

command for Israel to love is only found four times in the OT: twice they are 

commanded to love YHWH (cf. 6:5, 11:1), once to love their neighbor (Lev. 19:18), and 

to love the alien here.
8
 It is particularly striking that, besides God himself, the only other 

person Israel is commanded specifically to love in Deuteronomy is the immigrant. 

Moses noted the character and ways of YHWH as a motive for Israel to love 

the sojourner. He then mentioned a second motive: the Israelites were once sojourners in 

the land of Egypt (10:19).
9
 Israel knew about the hardships of being sojourners in a 

foreign land. They knew about the injustice and oppression. They also knew the mercy of 

God in providing for their needs and bringing justice to them when they cried out to him. 

Such an experience should not be forgotten, nor should it lead them to treat sojourners in 

their midst with the same contempt. Rather, they were to deal empathetically and fairly 

towards them. 

“Love the sojourner” in the Context of Deuteronomy 

What does “love the sojourner” look like for Israel? Moses unfolds the 

implications of this command throughout Deuteronomy. There are at least three 

categories for Israel’s treatment of the sojourner: they were to welcome their inclusion in 

                                                 

8
 Christopher Wright, Deuteronomy, New International Biblical Commentary: 

Old Testament Series, ed. Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. and Robert K. Johnston, no. 4 

(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996), 150. 

9
 Kaiser notes Gemser's four types of motive clauses: 1) explanatory, 2) 

ethical, 3) religious/theological, and 4) historico-religious. The first motive (10:18) would 

be considered a theological motive, while the second motive (10:19) would be considered 

historical; Walter C. Kaiser, Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1983), 240. 
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worship, to treat them with justice, and to care for their daily needs. Each category will 

now be examined in more detail. 

Welcome the Sojourner in Worship (5:12-15; 16:9-17; 26:1-11; 29:10-15; 31:9-13) 

The sojourner had the priviledge of joining Israel in the worship of YHWH. 

This was seen in four different ways. First, the sojourner was to sanctify the Sabbath 

(5:12-15). Israel was to forbid even the sojourner from working on the seventh day. The 

Sabbath was to be a day of rest. The motive for this day of rest in Deuteronomy is 

different from the motive in the book of Exodus. Whereas Exodus reasoned from 

YHWH’s own day of “rest” in creation, here Moses reasons from Israel’s days as slaves 

in Egypt and their redemption through the mighty hand of their God. The Sabbath, then, 

signified an end to their slavery, and the beginning of their new status before YHWH. It 

would become a day for worshipping him as their Redeemer. For the sojourner, who did 

not experience the exodus, such inclusion in the rest of God could only be regarded as an 

act of grace. The sojourner would see in such rest that only the God of Israel could.  

Second, the sojourner was included in some of Israel’s festivals (16:9-17). 

Moses mentions two feasts, the Feast of Weeks and the Feast of Booths. The Feast of 

Weeks was a festival dedicated to worshipping YHWH for the harvest. This was a 

festival in which the people journeyed to “the place that the LORD your God will choose, 

to make his name dwell there” (16:11). They were to bring before him a freewill offering, 

something only mentioned in this text. Again they were to remember that they were 

slaves in Egypt, possibly drawing out the sharp distinction between their former state in 

slavery and their current state in a bountiful land. Israel was commanded to include the 

sojourner in the worship as well, for they were to know that God was the One who met 
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all of their needs. Merrill writes: 

Deuteronomy enjoins the Israelites to include in their observance of the Festival of 

Weeks not only their immediate families but also their servants, the Levites, 

foreigners, and dependents such as orphans and widows (vv.11-12). The festival 

therefore took on the character of a welfare mechanism, a means of providing for 

elements of Israel society that were most in need.
10

 

As with the Feast of Weeks, the Feast of Booths was also to be celebrated in 

the place that YHWH would choose. It too was a harvest festival, yet this one was 

celebrated in the fall. Thus, this was also a festival to praise God for his provision, in 

anticipation of his future blessing in their produce and work for their joy (10:15). 

Interestingly, the Passover in Deuteronomy does not include the sojourner. 

Exodus 12:48 allowed for a sojourner to join in the Passover festival after he has been 

circumcised. This shows that the sojourner actually had to become a proselyte in order to 

share in the Passover.
11

 In other words, even though the sojourner could participate in the 

festivals celebrating YHWH’s “common grace”, only those within the covenant 

community could share in his “special grace” of forgiveness of sins. 

Third, the sojourner was included in the first firstfruit offering (26:1-11). As 

Israel was to dedicate their very first harvest to YHWH, they were to give a response to 

YHWH recounting the path of redemptive history for their people (26:5-10). As they 

have received their first harvest in the promised land, they were to rejoice in the goodness 

of their God with the sojourner, who undoubtedly experienced his blessing in the land as 

                                                 

10
 Eugene H. Merrill, Everlasting Dominion: A Theology of the Old Testament 

(Nashville: B and H Publishing, 2006), 370. 

11
 The use of the term "proselyte" is not in relation to the LXX term 

 for the Hebrew , but in reference to the sojourner's choice to 

become a member of the covenant community. 
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well. Again, the sojourner was able to participate in the worship of God for his blessing 

to him and to Israel.  

Fourth, the sojourner was to participate as witnesses of the covenant renewal 

(29:10-15; 31:9-13). The stipulations of the covenant were made known to them as they 

were being made known to the Israelite people. Thus Israel could not conceal any of the 

stipulations in order to pervert them. Being a witness did not just have bearing on the 

Israelites, however. The sojourner was to hear the law and fear YHWH as long as they 

and their descendants lived in the land. 

Treat the Sojourner with Justice (1:16-17; 24:14, 17-18; 27:19; 28:43-44) 

Israel was also to love the sojourner by treating him with justice. This was 

established in Deuteronomy as early as 1:16-17, where Moses commissioned the first 

judges prior to their forty-year wandering in the wilderness. He told them,  

Hear the cases between your brothers, and judge righteously between a man and his 

brother or the alien who is with him. You shall not be partial in judgment. You shall 

hear the small and the great alike. You shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the 

judgment is God’s… 

Moses anticipated a nationalistic bias among the judges. For that reason, he 

charged them not to be partial, nor to judge according to status or wealth (cf. 16:18-20). 

They were instead to judge righteously. Such boldness in judgment could only be done 

with the full assurance that God is the one who ultimately judges. Thus God would be the 

one who ultimately ensures justice for the sojourner. 

Justice for the sojourner was not just the judges’ responsibilities. The law 

called for Israel as a people to pursue justice for the sojourner as well. The Israelites 
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could not withhold the sojourner’s wages as a casual day laborer (24:14).
12

 They were to 

be considerate of his poverty and pay him that day (“before the sun sets”). Failure to do 

so may cause the sojourner to plead his case before God, who will hold the employer 

guilty of injustice. 

Justice also involved remembrance of YHWH’s redemptive work in Israel’s 

history. Reference is again made to Israel’s slavery in Egypt, evoking images of hardship 

and oppression. The kindness of YHWH in their redemption should move them to walk 

in the same kindness. This is another reference of imitatio Dei. 

What would happen if justice was not done for the sojourner? This was 

anticipated in the curses pronounced on Mt. Ebal (27:15-26). One of the curses given on 

the mountain was for the one who perverts the justice of the sojourner (27:19). YHWH 

promises to raise up the sojourner in power and wealth over Israel (28:43-44). Thus 

failure to deal justly with the sojourner would bring about a reversal of roles. 

Care for the Sojourner’s Needs (14:21, 28-29; 24:19-22) 

Israel’s love for the sojourner also involved caring for the sojourner’s needs. 

This was commanded in two primary passages in Deuteronomy—the three-year tithe and 

the reaping of the harvest. Craigie notes the triennial tithe’s significance (cf. 26:12-13): 

The people with produce and income gave a portion back to God, who had made 

provision in the first place; year by year, they learned to know and remember that 

the source of their sustenance was God, and every third year they remembered 

particularly that not all others were blessed as they were. Those without regular 

means of subsistence, such as aliens, widows and orphans, were thrown onto God, 

the Lord of the community, for provision. In receiving it from the tithe, which 

properly belonged to God, their needs were met. Thus the health of the community 

                                                 

12
 Christopher J.H Wright, Old Testament Ethics and the People of God 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 171. 
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would be maintained and the people would continue to experience the blessing of 

God which led to prosperity (v. 29b).
13

 

Israel was also to meet the sojourner’s needs during the harvest (24:19-22). 

Any remains from the harvest—whether in the fields, among the olive trees or in the 

vineyards—were given to people like the sojourner. One could easily understand how an 

Israelite could be careless in his gleanings and desire to get more food. Perhaps he has a 

family that needs to be fed as well. This law, however, forbids him from “seconds”. He 

must instead be considerate of those who have no land to harvest at all. Once again, the 

reason lies in Israel’s past status as slaves in Egypt.  

 Thus, Israel was called to love the sojourner. This love involved including the 

sojourner in worship of YHWH, treating the sojourner with justice, and caring for the 

sojourner’s needs. Israel was to act in this way because of the very nature of YHWH to 

act in love and justice towards the sojourner, Israel’s past experience as slaves in Egypt, 

and the promise of blessing in the land. 

The New Testament also uses sojourner-type language. Gentiles were alienated 

from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise (Eph. 2:12). 

Consequently the hope of being in relationship with God was absent from the Gentile 

experience. Through his blood, Christ brought the two divided parties together into one 

new entity, so that Gentiles are now fellow-citizens in the church (Eph. 2:19; 3:6). This 

citizenship is not to a certain land, however, but to heaven (cf. Phil. 3:20). Therefore, 

believers are both citizens of another land and aliens in the present land (cf. 1 Pet. 1:1-2). 

Since believers cannot yet claim any earthly land (cf. Matt. 5:5), the command 

                                                 

13
 Craigie, 234. 
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of Deuteronomy must be modified in order to have significance to the New Testament 

believer. If “sojourner” is a type of socio-economic status, then in the New Testament it 

would certainly involve the poor, and both Jesus and the apostles made sure that the poor 

were not overlooked in the cause of the gospel (cf. Luke 6:20, 7:11-17; Acts 6:1-7; Gal. 

2:7-10; Jam. 1:26-2:10). If the church’s citizenship is in heaven, however, the “sojourner” 

could also refer to the nonbeliever, who is outside of the community. The NT is clear that 

believers should not have a mindset of superiority over those who do not believe, but 

should constantly pursue kindness and grace (cf. Rom. 11: 17-24; 1 Cor. 5:9-10; Heb. 

13:2). Also, because the church’s citizenship is in heaven, “sojourner” is not a reference 

to a foreigner or an immigrant. However, there is significance for the church’s treatment 

of the immigrant or of people of other ethnicities. Understanding that every believer was 

once enslaved to sin and outside of the church ought to breed sensitivity within the 

believer toward those who are different than they are. Though the believer should abide 

by the immigration laws of the land, he could also show kindness and justice in meeting 

the needs of the one who is in a strange land. 

This text also fits well in the rest of Scripture in its emphasis on redemption. It 

is obvious that Israel’s redemption was the motive for loving the sojourner. Perhaps the 

redemption of the sojourner was the goal. By seeing how a redeemed community shows 

kindness and justice to a stranger, something that was rarely prescribed in ANE cultures, 

the sojourner would have a sense of the holiness of YHWH. By celebrating the feasts, he 

would see that it is YHWH who provides. By hearing repeatedly of Israel’s past as 

slaves, witnessing their covenant with YHWH, and observing the rich harvest in the land 

of promise, the sojourner would be exposed to the evidences of grace throughout his stay 
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in Israel. Such a witness ought to move him to repentance and faith. 

In the same way, those who come in contact with believers ought to experience 

the transformation of redemption. They ought to hear about the past enslavement to sin, 

and see how God rescued them through the blood of Jesus. They ought to see the 

kindness and justice of God in the church in her impartial treatment of the rich and the 

poor, the native and the immigrant. Then the outsider would know that there is no one 

like the God of the Scriptures and come to faith in Jesus. 

This text has also affected the way the author understands particular 

redemption. The sojourner was allowed to participate in the celebration of the feasts of 

weeks and booths, both of which emphasize the provision of YHWH in the land; but they 

were excluded from the Passover because they were not circumcised. In other words, the 

sojourner could participate in the worship of YHWH for his provision of physical needs, 

but he could not worship YHWH for having his sins passed over, because he had not yet 

experienced such grace. He had to repent and trust in YHWH, as evidenced in his 

becoming a proselyte. Even today God has poured out his common grace on unbelievers 

(cf. Matt. 5:43-47), but he has only redeemed some (cf. Rom. 8:28-39). May God have 

mercy that the sojourner may no longer be a stranger and alien, but a fellow-citizen, that 

he too may join in the Passover feast (cf. 1 Cor. 5:7-8).  
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