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Then God spoke all these words:  
2 I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
slavery; 3you shall have no other gods before me.  
4 You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in 
heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 
5You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous 
God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation 
of those who reject me, 6but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of 
those who love me and keep my commandments.  
7 You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will 
not acquit anyone who misuses his name.  
8 Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9For six days you shall labour and do all 
your work. 10But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do 
any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or 
the alien resident in your towns. 11For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the 
sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the 
sabbath day and consecrated it.  
12 Honour your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that 
the LORD your God is giving you.  
13 You shall not murder.  
14 You shall not commit adultery.  
15 You shall not steal.  
16 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.  
17 You shall not covet your neighbour’s house; you shall not covet your neighbour’s 
wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your 
neighbour.  
18 When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, 
and the mountain smoking, they were afraid* and trembled and stood at a distance, 
19and said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, 
or we will die.’ 20Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid; for God has come only to 
test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin.’ 
 
 
     Before we gather with the Israelites at the foot of Mount Sinai, let’s take 

just a minute to close the gap between the scenes we have already visited in 

our journey from the Red Sea, and the epic scene in front of us today.  God has 

helped the people resolve problems of thirst and hunger in Chapters 16 and 17.  
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We have been reminded that God is faithful to meet the needs of His people 

but not always the expectations of the people. 

     Following those scenes there is the first armed conflict for the Israelites.  

During the battle Moses stood at the top of the hill with his staff.  When Moses 

lifted the staff up in the air, the Israelites prevailed.  But every time Moses’ 

arm grew weary and the staff was lowered, the enemy got the upper hand.  

Joshua and Hur were with Moses on the hillside. In a practical demonstration 

of teamwork, the two lieutenants encouraged Moses to sit down on a large 

stone and then each man held one of Moses’ arms so that the staff was elevated 

all the way until sundown and the Israelite army was victorious. 

     Next comes a management lesson for Moses offered by his father-in-law, 

Jethro.  Jethro observes Moses at work. He sits from sunrise to sunset attempt 

to resolve every difficulty and dispute that arises between the people.  Jethro 

suggests that Moses delegate the conflict resolution to a group of able men.  

He suggests instruction so that the people can learn for themselves the statutes 

and regulations.  With all that in place, Moses can focus his time on 

representing the people before God.  Moses followed the wise counsel of his 

father-in-law, Jethro, the first business consultant mentioned in the Old 

Testament. 

     It takes three months to reach Mount Sinai--just enough time for Moses and 

the people to learn some valuable lessons.  There is more order, less 

grumbling, a predictable daily routine.  In the cool of the evening, God calls 

out to Moses from the mountain and asks him to deliver a message to the 

people.  It goes like this: 
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     “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagle’s     
wings and brought you to myself. Now if you obey my voice and keep my 
covenant, you shall be my treasured possessions out of all the people.  Indeed, 
the whole earth is mind but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy 
nation.” 
 
     No doubt it was encouraging news to the people that night.  They were 

getting a group promotion from desperate slaves who needed to be rescued to 

God’s treasured people.  “It’s about time,” some of them said around the 

campfire that night.  “We’ve been very loyal, you know. And remarkably 

cooperative.”  “It’s good to know that God is paying attention, that He 

appreciates us.”  So Moses had the people consecrate themselves so that they 

would be ready to receive God’s instructions.  They washed their clothes, they 

bathed, they fasted and then they gathered at the foot of the mountain to meet 

God. 

     And God did his part.  A thick cloud covered the mountain and lightning 

and thunder sent the people to their knees with hands over their ears.  An 

earthquake shook the earth beneath them and smoke filled the air.  The steady 

blast of a trumpet grew louder and louder as Moses spoke and God answered. 

     Do you suppose that at this point the people are regretting their promotion?  

Who knew that becoming God’s treasured possessions would be so 

frightening?  Is there possibly an easier level of commitment with fewer 

special effects? 

     Be honest now.  Haven’t we all wished for an easier path?  In his Sermon 

on the Mount, Jesus connects us to this scene as the people stand with knees 

knocking before Mount Sinai. 
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     “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have 
come not to abolish but to fulfill it. 
     You have heard it said “You shall not murder” but I say that if you are 
angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment… 
     You have heard it said “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” but I say 
to you do not resist an evildoer… 
     You have heard it said “You shall love your neighbor and hate your 
enemy” but I say to you love your enemies… 
     …So let your light shine before others so that they may see your good works 
and give glory to your Father in heaven. 
 
     Jesus demonstrated and called his followers to a life of obedience that 

begins here at the foot of Mount Sinai.  No bunny slope on this mountain. 

     At the end of chapter 19 God sends Moses back down the mountain so that 

he will be standing with the people to receive the Ten Commandments.  The 

next time Moses ascends the mountain he will bring others with him, but for 

now he will be there with the people as the Ten Words as they are described in 

Hebrew are thundered down from the summit. 

     The law as delivered to the people (found in Exodus, Deuteronomy and 

Leviticus) can be understood on three levels. 

     First, the two great commandments found in Deut. 6:5 

Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your strength…and love your neighbor as yourself. 
 
     That’s the first level…every day in every way God is first in our lives 

above all other relationships followed by loving treatment of all human beings. 

     The rest of the commandments, according to Jesus, hang on these first two.  

There are four commandments that teach us how to love God—you might 
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consider them vertical commandments—and there are six commandments that 

teach us how to love our neighbors. 

     Then, on the third and final level, are 601 rules and regulations.  Yes, there 

are 613 altogether, but if we subtract the two greatest commandments and then 

10 Commandments that hang on those two, we are left with 601. 

     You might also think of the Ten Words or Ten Commandments as 

foundational, like our Constitution, and the 601 laws that follow as specifically 

regulatory, following the principles articulated in the more basic Constitution. 

      According to the experts, biblical law is without loopholes. We live in a 

loophole culture.  Everyone is on the lookout for legal loopholes and financial 

loopholes and relationship loopholes.  Here’s an example: 

June 26, 2017, Berlin      

Sausage Makers Use Loophole to Skip Antitrust Fines 

BERLIN (AP) — Germany's antitrust authority says it had to revoke $266 
million in fines imposed on sausage manufacturers for price collusion because 
the companies used a now-closed loophole in competition law.  Under a now-
revised law, when companies were officially taken over by another firm they 
disappeared from the books and fines couldn't be enforced. That loophole, 
known as the "sausage hole" for its use in this case, has now been closed and 
parent companies made liable. 
 

One source for this story used as their headline:  The Wurst Case.  (A 

little Oktoberfest humor.) 

What would a loophole in biblical law look like?  “According to God’s 

law I must make restitution for stolen oxen or sheep but since I stole your goat 

so I’m in the clear.” 
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Biblical law is paradigmatic—there is no attempt to cover every 

circumstance but rather to provide models of behavior and models of 

punishments that are guiding principles for all behavior and all punishment.  It 

is because of the paradigmatic nature of Israel’s laws that Jesus, following the 

tradition of Judaism, could sum up all the law and the prophets in only two 

commandments—“Love God with all that you are…and love your neighbor as 

yourself.”  This model for behavior applies in all times and all places. 

The signs and wonders demonstrated that day at Mount Sinai were right 

up there with the day of their crossing near the Red Sea.  The people had been 

consecrated in order to come into the presence of the Almighty.  There were 

clouds and smoke and the flash of lightning and the crash of thunder.  For the 

first time, standing alongside their leader Moses, the people heard the voice of 

God for themselves.  There could be no doubt of God’s presence.  A journey of 

survival was transformed into a call to obedience that would demand their very 

best.  In some ways, the real journey was just beginning. 

We’ve been talking these past few weeks about the signs and wonders of 

God’s presence that helped to shape the faith of God’s people during their 

journey through the wilderness.  And I have asked you to share with me some 

of your own stories.  Today’s story comes from Judy Muir who reminds us that 

sometimes God’s voice comes to us loud and clear through an unexpected 

messenger… 

It is near the end of John’s conversation with the Senior Minister Search 

Committee of FCC Wichita Falls.  It has been a wonderful process filled with 

positive signs and at last comes the call to come serve this historic church.  
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And almost immediately John and Judy know they cannot accept.  To accept 

means that their daughter Debbie will be changing schools halfway through 

her junior year in high school.  How can they do that to her?  John would be 

halfway through his freshman year.  That’s not an easy time for either one to 

make a major transition. 

The timing of the move wouldn’t be so critical for Angela who was in the 

sixth grade.  Thanks to a lovely church parsonage, they can entice Angela with 

the offer of her very own room for the first time and she can choose the wall 

color. 

“I don’t care if they paint it with black-and-white stripes, I’m not going,” 

says Angela. 

It didn’t take long for John and Judy to reach the same conclusion—they 

couldn’t accept the call.  It would be too hard on Debbie and John.  John called 

the Search Committee Chair and explained. 

 Here’s Judy in her own words: 

 “God has never whispered in my ear, no burning bushes, but there have 

been times when God spoke loud and clear through someone else.” 

 Several days later, Debbie and John came to talk with their parents. 

 “We think going to serve the church in Wichita Falls is what you’re 

supposed to do, Dad.  We think it’s God’s plan for our family.” 

 John and Judy were touched by the sacrifice Debbie and John were 

willing to make, but their minds were made up. 

 The following Sunday Judy was sitting in Sunday School when she was 

suddenly struck to the core of her being by what her children had said.  Her 



8 

eyes filled with tears.  Her heart pounded.  She found John in the hallway just 

before worship. 

“I can’t stay, I’ve got to go home,” she said, promising to explain after 

the service. 

Once John got home and Judy explained her experience, he was quick to 

confirm what Judy already knew: God’s call was coming to them through their 

children.  And it was every bit as clear as a voice from a burning bush.  John 

quickly got in touch with the Search Committee hoping they hadn’t already 

moved on to another candidate.  They had not. 

Let’s pray that we will hear God’s voice loud and clear as he reminds us 

of his presence and speaks to us about his plans for our ministry and our future 

as we journey together through this transition. 


