THE COVENANT

Exodus 20-31 

Key verse: 20:2

“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.”

The author records in 19:1, “In the third month after the Israelites left Egypt – on the very day – they came to the Desert of Sinai.” The journey was an enough experience for the Israelites. They didn’t need more and they couldn’t have more. They witnessed the ten plagues including the Passover. They crossed the Red Seas as on dry ground. They drank water at Marah and Elim. They were given daily provision of manna and quail to that very day. They saw the water gushing out of the rock at Massah and Meribah. They saw that the Amalekites were overcome as long as Moses held his hands on top of the hill. Amen. At the visit of Jethro the Israelites who had been a mass of undisciplined slaves transformed into a nation with a well organized governing body under the leadership of Moses, the greatest leader in human history. In the emphatic phrase,  “on the very day” we  might imagine the inexpressible emotion of the author as he looked back the tempestuous three months.

The emotional emphasis on the exact three months also reflects the author’s amazement at God’s design. In exactly three months the Israelites were liberated from the bondage to Egypt. Now they feared the Lord their God. They didn’t envy Egypt anymore. They were fascinated with the power and the glory of the Lord. The real wonder of their change was, however, more than a relativistic one. They crossed the human limit after three months. The three months was a God designed package for the creation of God’s people out of the slaves. They  knew now that the Lord their God is God and him alone, that is, in exactly three months!

We may expect them to begin to work as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation since they were given the privilege of knowing the Lord with a firsthand experience. We do so because of our ignorance of the covenant with God. We learn in chapters 20-31 of the book of Exodus the grace of the Lord who created the Israelites into God’s elect by giving them the covenant. Only then could they be ready to take the first step, actually a baby step, as a kingdom of priests. As we thought about it in the introduction of the study of the Pentateuch it would take another 1290 years and the sacrifice of the Son of God on the cross and the declaration of his glory in his resurrection to open the era of the kingdom of priests. But the initiative was taken her as the Lord established the covenant with the Israelites a the Mount Sinai.

I.   The fundamentals of the covenant (chapters 20-24)

Chapters 20-24 presents the simplest part of the covenant. Instructions on the worship center, sacrifices, priestly duties, and other more complicated aspects of the covenant come later. For now, the Lord delivers ten foundational commands in 20:1-17, then explains how these standards apply daily life through a series of case studies.

The Ten Commandments (20:1-17)


Read 20:1,2. “And God spoke all these words: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.’” This brief statement is the basis on which the Lord established the covenant with the Israelites. We find that the statement is made of two parts. God gives his identity in the first place as he spoke all the words of the covenant. He says, “I am the Lord your God.” The word  “Lord” is the translation of the Hebrew word “Yehovah” which means self-Existent or Eternal. The word “God” is the translation of the Hebrew word  “elohiym” which means the supreme God. The Israelites had a vague faith in God who they heard appeared to their ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Their faith was based on the legendary oral tradition until they experienced deliverance from Egypt and the subsequent events. Now they know that the God of Abraham, of Isaac, of Jacob is the Holy, who exists by himself from everlasting to everlasting. They also know now that the Holy involved himself in the deliverance of them as he had promised to their ancestors. The God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob became their God, yet remained Holy. What a tremendous knowledge! What a tremendous condensation! If there wouldn’t be a big bang out of this truth that’s nonsense! May the knowledge be with us. Let’s read 20:1,2 again. “And God spoke all these words: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.’”
In 20:3-17 is the so-called the Ten Commandments. We can divide then into two broad categories. Each of the first four statements teach Israel’s relationship to the Lord, while the last six focus on interpersonal issues. 

As we examine the ten commandments we can also find the logical development of the statements. First, “You shall have o other gods before me.” Because the Lord delivered them Israel must have no other gods but the Lord. They must commit to the Lord and not yield to other peoples belief in all different kinds of gods. Second, “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.” Since the Lord revealed himself no part of the creation can be used as picture of the Lord. The Lord is Holy. He is not a form or figure that people can fashion and manipulate. Third, “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.” As we saw the knowledge of his name was itself a deliverance. No misuse of the name, therefore, whether through cursing of falsely claimed authority, can be tolerated. His name must be honored. Or else Israel will lose the bond to the Lord. Fourth, a special day is set aside for worship and rest. “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” The “Sabbath day” is the seventh day of each week and was designated as the day wholly belonged to the Lord (Dt. 5:14). On this day Israel could renew their covenant commitments free from daily concerns. What could be achieved as the Israelites kept the four requirement? They could remain in the covenant relationship with the Lord. How can a man be in the covenant relationship with the Lord? This  impossible work was granted to the Israelites be possible. The four commands were the life line before it was a requirement. Lets recite the summary of each of the first four commands including verse 2 that we may learn the grace of God: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” “You shall have no other gods before me.” “You shall not make for yourself an idol…” “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God…” “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.”
If the Israelites remain in the grace of the covenant relationship with the Lord they would treat one another with respect. The six commands in 20:12-17 help achieve this goal.. What are the next six commandments? The fifth is, “Honor your father and your mother…” Today we use the word “biological parents.” Probably people in the time of Israel’s Exodus had a similar view. We can assume that on the basis of the laws which prohibited all kinds of abuse of parents and relatives. But the Lord taught Israel in the deliverance that their very life comes from him and that the parents are the servants of the Lord who carry out God’s work of creating a life. The land was given by the Lord and the parents were given by the Lord. They were given their lives by the Lord through the parents. Thus they could honor and worship the Lord as they honored their parents. The sixth is, “You shall not murder” because each person belongs to the Lord, from the Lord and therefore of the Lord. Seventh, “You shall not commit adultery.” Not only does it destroy the family, and thus society, it is also a direct violation of the rule of the Lord, the Creator and the Sovereign of God’s community. For the same reason is the eighth command, “You shall not steal.” The ninth is, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” It would be a double false testimony against the Lord who is God of the liar and of his neighbor. Finally, “You shall not covet…” This last order is a summary command since coveting leads to idolatry, lying, stealing, and adultery and ultimately to the denial of the Lord. 

  The wonder of the Ten Commandment and the covenant which is established on it is inexpressible. It requires life-time learning. Anyone who meditates on it day and night will be blessed. He will be like a tree planted on the side of a river. Out of them we may think of a few things that we may learn the grace of God through Jesus Christ by whom we are called into the new Covenant. First of all we notice that this is the covenant between the Lord, who is, who was, and who will be, and men. This was the first encounter of the Eternal meeting the transient, and the beginning of the creation of God’s people on earth. From this time on men may live to God and end in God, the Eternal. The transformation affects all the elements of the existence of men. When we cry our tears are remembered by the Lord. When we struggle to seek God he remembers it as a fragrant offering before him.  When we rescue somebody else’s donkey from a pit God nods his head with joy. As we reflect each of the ten commands and remember how our life is transformed by each and of them as a whole we only end up in the praises of him who has given us new birth into the living hope. I am talking about the Ten Commandments. The grace of our Lord Jesus is spoken half of it yet here.

In view of 20:18‑20 we can assume that God did not speak the Ten Commandments to people directly. However the Israelites witnessed the scene which made them tremble with fear. On the morning of the third day after Moses came down from the Mount Sinai there was thunder and lightning, with a thick could over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. As they were led out of their camp to meet with God at the foot of the mountain the scene became even more fearful as the Lord descended on the mountain in fire. The smoke billowed up from the Mountain like smoke from a furnace and the whole mountain trembled violently and the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder. The people were so scared that they did not want to hear from God directly. They asked Moses to speak as a messenger of God’s word. 

Why did the Lord appear to them in such a fashion? Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid. God has come to test you,, so that the fear of God will be with you to keep you from sinning.” What is the fear of God according to Moses? In 20:22 is a simple explanation. When the people feared the Lord, what did he say to Moses? Let’s read verse 22. Then the Lord said to Moses, “Tell the Israelites this: ‘You have seen for yourselves that I have spoken to you from heaven.’”  The author of the book of  Hebrews in the New Testament explains it this way. “Therefore , since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for our ‘God is a consuming fire.’” (Heb 12:18-24)

In 20:23-26 are the instructions on various topics by which the Israelites worship the Holy in holiness. They will not make idols. They will not serve themselves by making idols. Since they were mere men, they would be able to worship the Holy only through his acceptance of them by means of burnt offerings and fellowship offerings. The altar itself should be made of stone with no artificial manipulation of it. Such an attempt to dress the stone will only defile it. They would not go up to the alter on steps for their nakedness would be exposed on it. We learn from these instructions what it means to worship God with “reverence and awe.” As we meditate on those instructions we know that those acts by themselves can not make men holy. We only thank God for his grace of opening the way for men to worship the Holy. Now we understand what we do as we resist the temptation to make idols or the temptation to make idols to help ourselves. We know what we are doing as we struggle to offer a genuine worship, and as we dress up descent to attend the Sunday worship service. We do so because we believe that the gospel of Jesus Christ is God’s message from heaven.

* The case laws (21:1-23:19)

In 21:1-23:19 are the case laws which explain how the Ten Commandments apply to religious and community life.

Hebrew servants (21:2-11): The Hebrews can never be slaves. But there were some who were enslaved to others because of a debt of money or for different reason (ref. Ge. 29:18). The Lord want to protect those unfortunate Hebrews with fairness and respect for they are God’s own children. The repetition of the phrase “go free” tell us that God’s people are free forever. If they are not free today for some reason, God will surely free them at the right time. He will do it for the honor of his name.

personal injuries (21:23-25): What is the principle of the laws regarding personal injuries? The summary is found in 21:23-25. “But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eyes, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.” The fairness is the essence of the laws. In verses 12-17 we learn that attacking one’s own parents, kidnapping, etc. are treated as  crimes equal to murder. But then in 21:13,14 we find the protection of a person who murdered if he did not do it intentionally. As we read the rest of the laws regarding personal injuries we see that fairness is the goal. Excessive sentences cannot be prescribed for minor crimes. What is the spirit of the laws which are dubbed today as “the law of eye-for-eye”? It is the fear of the Lord (ref. Matt 5:38-42). We feel like, actually we are, Gentiles indeed as we read this section. As we raise our children how many times did we remember the Lord our God as there occurred personal injuries because of the fights among our children? How did we resolve all those little disputes? When we read the parts about the injury of animals we can but prostrate before God and repent of our ignorance, the arrogance based on the ignorance, most of all the rejection of him in all these years. Because of the grace through the blood of Jesus Christ our Lord by which we are forgiven of our sin we raise our hands in prayer that we may learn the laws and abide in it.

Protection of property (22:1-15): What is the summary of the law of the protection of property? The restitution is the essence of the laws. What is stolen must be returned, and the thief must pay damages.  In 22:3, however is the law, which sheds the light for our understanding of the laws regarding the protection of property. If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck so that he dies, the defenders is not guilty of bloodshed, says verse 2. But in verse 3 it says, “but if it happens after sunrise, he is guilty of bloodshed.” The life of a thief is protected by law!  The ultimate goal of the property protection laws is the protection of God’s people from losing sight of the Lord, from losing the fear of the Lord. Praise God for his kindness and for his care of us who forgets him over the matter of the protection of property.

Social responsibility (22:16-23:9): Social concerns also receive treatment. Man may not sleep with a virgin without punishment. To do so results in either marriage or payment of damages to the  father. A Hebrew woman is considered as a princess of God. The sorceress, however, is put to death. We see here that the laws is not exactly in line with the woman’s right movement in our times. Sexual relations with an animal, the sacrifices to idols are punished with death penalty. As we read 22:18-20 we learn that the fear of the Lord is at the core of the prohibition with death penalty. In the laws we can see that the sexual matters was taken casually in the times. We can also see that God teaches to fear the Lord in the matter of human sexuality which we ourselves take as a “very human thing”.  The laws which required the Israelites to take particularly good care of the aliens, widows, orphans and the debtors in 22:21-27 is based on the fear of the Lord. In this case the fear of the Lord is the same as the remembrance of the grace of God. They were aliens themselves. They were like orphans. They owed to the Egyptians when they emigrated to Egypt. So they couldn’t say anything when the Egyptians enslaved them. They had to pay for what they ate in the land for four hundred years. Only by the grace of the Lord they were delivered out of the terrible debt. That is why they should be kind to the aliens, orphans, widows and debtors. How serious God was about this law?  If they take advantage of a widow or an orphan, God said in 22:24,  “My anger will be aroused, and I will kill you with the sword; your wives will become widows and your children fatherless.”
The laws in 22:28-31 sum up the laws of the social responsibility: The summary is in verse 31, “You are to be my holy people.” They shouldn’t blaspheme God or curse the ruler of God’s people. They should not hold back offerings. They must give their firstborn of their sons to God. They shouldn’t eat the meat of an animal torn by wild beasts. They should throw it to the dogs.

The laws of justice and mercy in 23:1-9 can be included in the category of the social responsibility. In what sense is justice and mercy at the core of the social laws in 22:16-31? The ideals of fear of God can be practiced by truth telling and fairness and by showing kindness for neighbors and having respect for their property, whether the neighbors are the enemies, and by eliminating favoritism and oppression. The law in 23:3 makes us to consider  justice and mercy in terms of fear of the Lord.


Sabbath laws (23:10-19): To what extent are the Sabbath laws applied? Sabbath rest should be observed by the people, and must extend to their land, animals, households, and servants as well. What would be achieved by the Sabbath laws to that extent? Rest and renewals will restore the covenant community on a regular basis (23:10-13). In addition, the three annual festivals required for Israelites to keep for the same reason. They could reflect on their relationship to the Lord and his grace of giving them the land, food and life itself (23:14-19). The understanding that their very life in the promised land reflects the grace of the Lord is well expressed in 23:19b. “Do not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk.” What would be the benefit on the Israelites when they keep the festivals? They would be restored to be the covenant people. They would gradually become Jewish Canaanites and eventually end up being undistinguishable from the Canaanites. We are not talking about racial identity. We are talking about losing the bond with the Lord. 

* The final comment on the covenant (23:20-33)

Finally, the Lord promises to do great things for the people of Israel if they will agree to obey the laws and instructions. God promises to conquer their enemies and give his people a satisfying life if they keep the covenant. Their victories will be “little by little” (23:20), but will be inevitable (23:20-33). To achieve the goal the Lord promised to send an angel ahead of them to guard them along the way and to bring them to the promised land. We do not know what this angel is. But we do understand that the Lord himself was with the Israelites by his angel. Since there is emphasis to “pay attention” to the angel and to “listen to” the angel (23:21,22) we can assumed that the angel reminded them of the laws which we have studied so far. Obviously the problem of the Israelites is that their attention span was short and their were forgetful. The dangers which the Israelites will encounter in the promised land was as serious as the difficulties in the desert. They will be busy to take care of their lives and so will be vulnerable to compromise. The angel might be the Spirit who reminds us of the Name and of his grace in the things of this world by which we are easily swept away. The summary of the final comment could be 23:25-26, “Worship the Lord your God, and his blessing will be on your food and water. I will take away sickness from among you, and none will miscarry or be barren in your land. I will give you a full life span.” 

As we read the final comment especially 23:33 we see the  profound love of the Lord on his people. All they cared about was their well-being and their survival. But the Lord was gracious enough to give them the way to worship the Lord in the matters of survival.  Why is the worship of the Lord required of them as absolute? In 23:33 we can see that the Lord keeps them as his own by means of keeping the worship absolute.


In chapter 24 the covenant is confirmed. Now Israel is confirmed as the covenant people of God. In 24:11 is the record that God did not raise his hands against the leaders of the Israelites though they saw him, and ate and drank before him. They were bound to God before their nation, prior to their race, apart from all their allegations to the world. God created a new race which is bound to God.

II. Instructions for the tabernacle and priesthood (25-31)

Now the people of Israel needed a place to worship the Lord, their covenant partner. Therefore the Lord instructed Moses to build a portable sanctuary  that they could take with them and worship him on the way to the promised land. This tabernacle is quite simple in design. It houses and ark that will hold the stone tablets that contain the Ten Commandments (25:10-22). It also shelters a table (25:23-30), lampstand (25:31-40), ceremonial altar (27:1-8), incense altar (30:1-10), and a basin for washing the priests’ hands and feet (30:17-21).  Each of these items is necessary to enable the Israelites to pray and worship God. The Lord commissions two men, Bezalel and Oholiab, to build the tabernacle and all its utensils (31:1-11). It is obvious in chapter 31 that it is the Lord himself who builds the tabernacle for he gave the craftsmanship and skill to these two.

The Lord emphasizes the Sabbath before  he finished speaking to Moses (31:12-17). He teaches that the covenant is for the purpose of worship of the Lord. In 31:18 we read the most moving scene. “When the Lord finished speaking to Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the Testimony, the tablets of stone inscribed by the finger of God.” May the Lord help his own. His zeal will prevail.

