I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD

(Introduction for the study of the five books of Moses)

Exodus 20:2

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


Practically every important Old Testament idea is introduced somewhere in the five books of Moses. Exodus 20:2 will be the key for our study this year, because in this statement is the foundation and source of all those ideas. We took notice of the fact when we studied the Minor Prophets last year. We may learn the truth, as the Prophets knew it. They saw the truth from a distance and rejoiced in it. They were yanked into the salvation when they did. 

We are not attempting to do an intellectual analysis of the colossal record. We can’t do that. Simply, it is impossible. We just want to carefully read the five books this year. We are encouraged to defy all things, and everything happening around us and in our midst, and tackle the task of learning the secret of the Prophets solely because of our Lord Jesus. He came hundreds of years after the Prophets, when none of those prophecies seemed to have come true. When no one believed anymore, he alone believed the Lord whom the prophets confessed, and proved that what the prophets had said was trustworthy. Because of him, therefore, in our attempt is also a prayer for our co-workers and their children who are scattered all over the world. God help us.

1.  The five books as one book centered on Exodus


When we study the five books we should remember that they are written as one volume. This means that we should read them as parts of one book. We should also keep in mind that they are the introduction of the whole Bible. Since we can land on every possible conclusion when we read the books with this perspective, we will focus on the learning of Exodus 20:2 to navigate the sea of truth.

It is obvious that the content of the five books centers on the Exodus experience, and at the core of the experience is the teaching that the Lord their God alone is God.  Genesis provides information that this knowledge was in need. Leviticus can be considered as an auxiliary to Exodus. It tells us God’s preparation of Israel to learn the truth of Exodus 20:2 in every aspect of their lives. Numbers tells us how God suffered in the Sinai desert for 40 years with the people of Israel to launch from their second generation the history of the people of the Covenant. Deuteronomy teaches the posterity of the Israelites that the learning of Exodus 20:2 is an ongoing present reality. 

In other words, these books are written for education. As we read them, however, we can easily see that the author had no delusion that the people of Israel would someday become perfect through the Bible study of the five books. His repeated warning in Deuteronomy, for example, tells us his awareness of sin in which they were born. But what flows all through them is the author’s confession of faith in the Lord. He who had delivered them out of Egypt would complete what he had begun through choosing Israel.


When we view Exodus as the center piece of the five books we can also gain the insight that the rest of the Old Testament is the Covenant history, and the New Testament is the fulfillment and completion of the will of God who taught Exodus 20:2. Wasn’t it the insight, in fact, that we saw in the Minor Prophets and were surprised with?


II.  Exodus: the foundation of the Covenant people


Exodus can be divided into two parts at the junction between chapters 19 and 20. By seeing that we can understand that the book of Exodus is more than a record of the historical deliverance of the people of Israel from Egypt. Missionary Sarah Barry says that the first part is about Israel out of Egypt and second, Egypt out of Israel. From the perspective of the biblical history and from the textual perspective of the Bible, we may also say that the book is about the beginning of the Covenant people as a community. 


In other words, Exodus tells us that the historical experience of the people of Israel as a community is by itself the content and the reason of faith in the Lord, the God of Israel. As we read the book of Exodus we notice that the book emphasizes the revelation that the Lord is God in the experience of the people of Israel as a community. If we focus on Moses’ leadership or on the question of the theological concept of the Lord being God we miss the point. We grew up in the Christian culture where individualism is encouraged. There is an allergic reaction when a community or a church is emphasized. For sure we shouldn’t misquote this truth to justify our community or our own group and its heritage. What we learn is that we should remember that the Lord poured the gift of the revelation of his Being on the vessel of the community of Israel in the time of the Exodus, approximately 3,290 years ago. We owe them, and they are the vessel from which we draw the life-giving truth forever. That is how Gentiles join the blessing, of course, through the grace of our Lord Jesus who was the source of the blessing on the Israelites. 

Somewhere in the Minor Prophets we read the prophecy that the Lord is, therefore, Israel is not destroyed. Now, we understand the joy and the glorious hope of the Prophets at the prospect of the destruction of their nation and their people. The Covenant was established as an historical event in the experience of the Exodus. The eternal got into our time and space, so to speak. It is forever. The Prophets understood that the Covenant was the ongoing reality.  The nation to which they belonged could rise and fall. They would be born and die. But not those changes in their lives, in fact nothing in all creation, could change the new status of being the Covenant people. Exodus tells us the beginning of the eternal gift, the Covenant.

III.  Synopsis


Exodus begins with Israel living securely in Egypt. They are guests of Pharaoh, who protects them because of Joseph’s service to Egypt. Yet at the end of the book Israel lives outside of Egypt. They have escaped slavery in Egypt and have moved towards the land God promised Abraham. Moses has become their leader. What events cause their situation to change so drastically? Why did they happen?


Chapters 1-4. In 2:24 we read, “God heard their groaning and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob.” The Exodus happened because of God’s covenant promise given to Abraham, the ancestor of the people of Israel. God called him to bless the whole world, which had been cursed since sin had crept into it. But the great event started as if it were a political and economic event. By the time of the Exodus the Israelites had multiplied greatly. They grew from 70 to somewhere around 600,000. Their growth made the new king of Egypt nervous, however, so Pharaoh decided to enslave the Jews. They still increased in number despite their horrible situation (1:12-14). Then Pharaoh attempted to kill all Hebrew babies, but God defeated his plan (1:15-21). In this gridlock situation Moses attempted to do something for his people, only to fail (2:11-25). After 40 years, God called Moses to deliver the people of Israel from Egypt (chapters 3-4).


Chapter 5-19. Israel gained freedom by the mighty arm of God, which meant ten plagues on the Egyptians. One interesting thing about the ten plagues is that they are described as “the hand of the Lord” or the “signs” or “wonders”, except in 9:14 and 11:1. In other words, the ten plagues were the means by which both the Israelites and the Egyptians knew that the Lord is God Almighty, the Sovereign. Including the crossing of the Red Sea, they were not miracles, as we understand it. They were not things that happened by accident. We understand the universe as if it were a machine, which runs by a certain program. As a result of this view, we give up the question of “why” and “what” and only think of “how”. We do not accept what our logic does not understand, though the logic is based on the mechanical view of the universe. We give up trying to understand the things which are beyond our own experiences. We are the people who are categorized as “logical positivists” or “empiricists.” But Hebrews based their understanding of the world on the Lord, who revealed himself in the Exodus, since this time. May God raise up believers out of the many who are brainwashed with nineteenth century science. 

The Lord not only proved himself to be the Lord of the kings of the world and of nature; he also revealed himself to be the Life and the Light of men (13:17-15:21/ 15:22-27/ 16:1-36/ 17:1-7/ 17:8-15/ 18:1-27). Man lives by the Lord. 

In chapter 19 the Lord revealed that he is holy. He said to Moses in 19:5-6, “Now if you obey me fully, and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites.” 

Chapters 20-24. These chapters contain the instructions based on the Ten Commandments. At the heart of all the instructions is the purpose that the Israelites might honor the Lord as God and worship him. “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.”
 There follows the instructions for the tabernacle and priesthood in chapters 25-31. The purpose of the tabernacle and priesthood is that the Lord may present among men who are prone to sin.

In chapters 32-34 is the record of the people of Israel making a golden calf. Even the perfect preparation, the priesthood and the sacrificial system couldn’t maintain the people of Israel to be holy to the Lord. Since Moses stayed 40 days and nights we can imagine how vulnerable and susceptible men are to sin. Only by God’s forbearance could the broken covenant be renewed. 

In spite of the shaky record of the people of Israel, the Lord still allowed them to build the Tabernacle in chapters 35-40 so that he could journey with them. 40:34-37 say, “Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. In all the travels of the Israelites whenever the cloud lifted from above the tabernacle, they would set out; but if the cloud did not lift, they did not set out – until the day it lifted. So the cloud of the Lord was over the tabernacle by day, and the fire was in the cloud by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel during all their travels.”
IV. Prayer topics


As we read through the book of Exodus we can see that the author of the five books understood the event of the Exodus as the revelation of the Lord to be God. He and the rest of the Old Testament writers interpreted and understood the world and what was happening in their lives on the basis of this revelation. This is what we call the sense of history. Everybody has a kind of a sense of history. But we should learn the sense of history which is based on the revelation of the Lord. Through the study of the five books, therefore, we may learn the sense of history that is founded on the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. Then we will live eternal life.


In the record of God’s revelation the author did not hide the weakness and sinfulness of his people. This shows that the author looked up at God while he was writing these things. If he meant to promote human achievement he could have hid those things. We should learn his attitude.


In Exodus 12:38 we learn that there were many, other than the twelve tribes of Israel, who were led out of Egypt. But all of them were born again in the desert of Sinai as God’s covenant people. John Calvin called them as the Church, the synagogue or the ekklesia in Greek. We, too, should be born again into the Covenant people. This is different from the Ecumenical movement, or the interchurch movement, or any of the political or organizational concepts. I hope we may wake up to the Church of God. This will take much pain, for we understand ourselves in human ties.

