THE PROCLAMATION OF LIBERTY:
A THEOLOGICAL NARRATIVE OF THE SEVENTH
YEAR - THE YEAR OF RELEASE

INTRODUCTION

In the Mosaic law, God set up regular times of rest to protect the spiritual, social, and
environmental health of his people. One of the most important was the seventh-year cycle,
known as the land sabbath and the year of release. Unlike pagan societies that often treated time
as a constant push for work and control, the Hebrew calendar included set times for rest. This
narrative explains this sacred law and shows how the seventh year stood against greed, lasting
poverty, and the misuse of the land. By looking at key passages in the King James Version
(KJV), we follow this law from its beginning in the wilderness, through Israel’s failure to keep it,
and finally to its greater fulfillment in the prophets and in the Messiah.

The year of release—called Shmita in Hebrew—is based on the truth that everything belongs to
God. In the biblical view, people do not own creation completely; they care for it as stewards
under the Creator’s authority. When Israel entered the Promised Land, they received an
inheritance that truly belonged to Jehovah. To remind them of this, God built a regular surrender
of rights into their national life. Every seventh year, the land was to rest, debts were to be
canceled, and Hebrew bondservants were to be freed. This reset was more than kindness. It was a
public announcement of liberty and a test of whether Israel trusted God’s provision more than
material gain.

THE AGRICULTURAL MANDATE: THE LAND SABBATH

The seventh-year command begins with the land itself. In the ancient farming world, land was
the main source of wealth, food, and identity. Constant use could wear out the soil, but the
pressure to produce often pushed people to keep farming without stopping. Against this short-
sighted pattern, the law given at Mount Sinai required Israel to show discipline in farming. As
Exodus records, God commanded that the land be allowed to rest and lie fallow:

"And six years thou shalt sow thy land, and shalt gather in the fruits thereof: But
the seventh year thou shalt let it rest and lie fallow; that the poor of thy people
may eat: and what they leave the beasts of the field shall eat. In like manner thou
shalt deal with thy vineyard, and with thy oliveyard." (Exodus 23:10-11)

Leviticus expands this command and shows the land’s rest as an act of worship. The land itself
was to keep a sabbath unto the Lord. Leviticus 25 explains this by forbidding the normal work of
pruning, sowing, and harvesting:



"Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them, When ye come into the land
which I give you, then shall the land keep a sabbath unto the Lord. Six years thou
shalt sow thy field, and six years thou shalt prune thy vineyard, and gather in the
fruit thereof; But in the seventh year shall be a sabbath of rest unto the land, a
sabbath for the Lord: thou shalt neither sow thy field, nor prune thy vineyard."
(Leviticus 25:2-4)

This law had important social and environmental meaning. Whatever grew on its own during the
sabbatical year was not to be stored up privately or sold for profit. Instead, the natural produce of
the land was available to everyone—the landowner, the hired worker, the foreigner, and even the
animals. In this way, private property limits were loosened for a time, reminding the wealthy that
the earth’s fruit came from God’s blessing, not human skill alone. It also required great faith,
because the people had to trust God’s promise that the sixth-year harvest would be enough to
carry them through the sabbath year.

THE ECONOMIC RESET: THE CANCELLATION OF DEBTS

The seventh year also affected Israel’s financial life. In any society without limits, wealth can
gather in fewer hands while poverty becomes harder to escape. Poor farmers who faced crop
failure or hardship often had to borrow from wealthy lenders, which could trap them in debt. To
keep poverty from becoming permanent, God gave Israel a regular financial reset at the end of
the seven-year cycle, called the “release.”

Deuteronomy explains how this reset worked. At the end of the seven years, every creditor was
to give up his claim against his fellow Israelite:

"At the end of every seven years thou shalt make a release. And this is the manner
of the release: Every creditor that lendeth ought unto his neighbour shall release

it; he shall not exact it of his neighbour, or of his brother, because it is called the
Lord's release." (Deuteronomy 15:1-2)

This “Lord’s release” was meant to break the hold that creditors could have over debtors. By
canceling debts among Israelites every seven years, the law helped make sure that a temporary
financial crisis did not become lifelong ruin. Israel’s law was distinctive because this mercy was
built into the nation’s calendar. It was a regular act of compassion, reflecting the God who had
delivered Israel from bondage in Egypt.

THE LIBERATION OF THE BONDSERVANT

When financial trouble became severe, people in the ancient world sometimes had no choice but
to sell their labor and become bondservants. This kind of service could easily become permanent
slavery, taking away the dignity and freedom of people made in God’s image. The Mosaic



covenant limited this danger by making the seventh year a clear stopping point for Hebrew
servitude.

Scripture teaches that no Hebrew man or woman could be kept in forced service forever. Their
service was limited to six years, and in the seventh year they were to be set free:

"And if thy brother, an Hebrew man, or an Hebrew woman, be sold unto thee, and
serve thee six years, then in the seventh year thou shalt let him go free from thee."
(Deuteronomy 15:12)

The law also said that freed servants were not to be sent away empty-handed. The master was to
give generously from the flock, the threshing floor, and the winepress. This help kept the freed
servant from falling right back into poverty. The goal was not only release from bondage, but
also a return to stability, honor, and independence within the community.

HISTORICAL DISOBEDIENCE AND DIVINE RETRIBUTION

Although these sabbatical laws were good and wise, the Old Testament shows a sad pattern:
Israel often failed to keep the year of release. The desire for quick profit, along with a lack of
trust in God’s provision, led many leaders and wealthy people to ignore the land sabbath and the
release of debtors. For long periods during the time of the judges and kings, debts remained
unpaid, servants remained bound, and the land was worked without the rest God had
commanded.

This long disobedience did not escape God’s notice. The prophets warned that breaking these
covenant laws would bring national disaster. Near the end of Judah’s kingdom, as Babylon’s
armies surrounded Jerusalem, King Zedekiah tried a last-minute reform. He made the leaders
agree to release their Hebrew servants. But when the Babylonian pressure briefly eased, the
wealthy broke their promise and enslaved the people again. Through Jeremiah, God spoke a
severe judgment against this hypocrisy:

"Therefore thus saith the Lord; Ye have not hearkened unto me, in proclaiming
liberty, every one to his brother, and every man to his neighbour: behold, 1
proclaim a liberty for you, saith the Lord, to the sword, to the pestilence, and to
the famine; and I will make you to be removed into all the kingdoms of the earth."”
(Jeremiah 34:17)

The final result of ignoring the land’s sabbaths was national ruin and exile in Babylon.
Chronicles directly connects the seventy years of exile with the sabbatical years Israel had failed
to keep. For many generations, Israel had denied the land its commanded rest. So God emptied
the land by judgment, allowing it to receive the rest that human greed had withheld:



"To fulfil the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah, until the land had
enjoyed her sabbaths: for as long as she lay desolate she kept sabbath, to fulfil
threescore and ten years." (2 Chronicles 36:21)

PROPHETIC TRANSFORMATIONS AND MESSIANIC FULFILLMENT

Even though Israel failed to keep the year of release faithfully, the heart of the law remained
important to the prophets. They looked ahead to a future time when the freedom pictured in the
sabbatical year would be fulfilled in a greater way. Isaiah uses the language of release to describe
the coming Servant of Jehovah:

"The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me,; because the Lord hath anointed me to
preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,
to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are
bound; To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and the day of vengeance of
our God; to comfort all that mourn;" (Isaiah 61:1-2)

When Jesus of Nazareth began his public ministry, he read this passage from Isaiah in the
synagogue of his hometown. By saying, “This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears,” Jesus
announced that the year of release had become a deeper spiritual reality. The release of debtors,
the freedom of servants, and the rest of the land all pointed to a greater deliverance: freedom
from sin and from the bondage of the broken law. The “acceptable year of the Lord” is fulfilled
in Christ, who cancels spiritual debt through the cross and gives true liberty to those held captive
by darkness.

CONCLUSION

The biblical story of the seventh year shows God’s concern for justice in the land, the economy,
and the spiritual life of his people. Through the land sabbath and the year of release, God called
Israel to trust his provision instead of chasing unlimited gain. Exodus, Leviticus, and
Deuteronomy show that a healthy community needs clear limits: times when human work gives
way to God’s rule, when debt is not allowed to crush human worth, and when the land is treated
as God’s creation rather than something to be endlessly used.

Israel’s failure to keep these commands, as recorded by Jeremiah and the chronicler, gives a
serious warning. It shows that when a community chooses short-term profit over covenant justice
and mercy, it moves toward social collapse and spiritual exile. The seventy years of Babylonian
desolation show that God will defend his creation and his law, even when people refuse to give
the rest he requires.

Ultimately, the year of release is fulfilled in Christ. He brings true sabbath rest and proclaims
real liberty. He invites all who are weary from spiritual debt and material striving to find



freedom in him. The principles behind the ancient command still matter: walk by faith, show
generous mercy, care for the earth, and live in the freedom of the Lord’s complete release.



